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Abstract 
This dissertation explores the application of polymodality through contrapuntal 
and homophonic means, combined with heptatonic synthetic scales in jazz composition. 
The research concentrates on three main areas: polymodality, as developed by Western 
art composers of the first half of the twentieth century; jazz counterpoint; and 
heptatonic synthetic scales. The last chapter of the dissertation shows the use of these 
techniques in the composition of an original jazz suite in four movements for quartet. 
The appendix contains the complete scores for the entire suite. 
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Introduction 
The purpose of this dissertation is to establish effective techniques and 
procedures for composing contrapuntal and polymodal jazz based on heptatonic 
synthetic scales (or modes). The research will concentrate on three main areas: 
polymodality, as developed by composers of the first half of the twentieth century; 
counterpoint in jazz; and heptatonic synthetic scales. The core of the dissertation shows 
the use of the previously mentioned techniques in the composition of an original jazz 
suite in four movements. The piece is written for a quartet consisting of electric guitar, 
electric and double bass, piano and drumset. The appendix contains the complete scores 
for the entire suite.  
In order to accomplish this, the initial task is to identify the characteristics of 
polymodality through the analysis and comparison of musical excerpts from composers 
of the first half of the twentieth century like Stravinsky, Bartók, Milhaud, and 
Hindemith. Additionally, previous use of polymodality in jazz by composers like 
George Russell and Dave Brubeck will be analyzed. The chosen technique of 
polymodality was selected because, among other reasons, it is a compositional 
procedure that relies profoundly on counterpoint for its realization. Besides that, the 
concurrence of two or more tonalities or modes produces a sound homogeneous to 
certain contemporary trends of jazz. Polymodality receives different names (e.g., 
polytonality, bimodality, bitonality) and is a rather brief topic in most twentieth-century 
music theory and composition books, perhaps as a result of it being a finite 
compositional practice that can be concisely explained.  
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Subsequently, a contrapuntal technique that supports polymodality in jazz will 
be established through the analysis of excerpts from works by composers like 
Stravinsky, Bartók, Schoenberg, and Krenek. In addition, previous efforts to create 
counterpoint in jazz by composers like Gerry Mulligan, John Lewis, and Dave Brubeck 
will be analyzed, along with more contemporary polyphonic approaches by Dave 
Holland, Maria Schneider, Jim McNeely, and Darcy James Argue. 
The chapter related to synthetic scales will provide the melodic material for the 
proposed set of compositions. Although the topic of synthetic scales is not foreign to 
jazz as can be largely evinced in the recordings of the last fifty years, the amount of 
scales used by many composers and performers remains stalled. This segment of the 
dissertation will review earlier attempts to establish all the possible heptatonic pitch 
collections; adding to that, different mathematical approaches with the same goal will 
be examined. The final section of this chapter will provide a nomenclature for synthetic 
modes coherent with the current trends in the jazz chord-scale vocabulary. The final 
part will be the analysis of an original and newly composed polyphonic jazz suite using 
polymodality with heptatonic synthetic scales. This study is an effort to investigate little 
explored compositional procedures in jazz, and at the same time, to offer documented 
academic material on the topic. 
What motivates this research is that the phenomenon of contemporary jazz 
composition is not well represented in jazz literature and academic sources. Although 
composers in this genre have shown an enormous development and a clear evolution in 
terms of style, form, technique and orchestration in the last forty years, there is little 
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scholarly material on the subject. After the close of the swing era and the near 
disappearance of the big bands, jazz composition morphed rapidly leaving almost no 
trace in terms of scholarly material of its evolution. Ron Miller states, “traditionally, a 
jazz composition was an arrangement for big band that was composed by the arranger. 
Most of the earlier jazz composition textbooks (and there were few) took that 
approach.”1  
Aside from the lack of academic material on contemporary compositional trends 
in this genre, it is more disconcerting that almost all jazz composition and arranging 
texts currently available are still devoted to the tonal-functional harmonic material and 
the big band approach. Very few jazz books try to expand the harmonic and 
compositional language, and rarely discuss composing for small ensemble. This lack of 
scholarly material in reference to contemporary compositional trends in jazz has created 
a gulf between the jazz that is currently composed and recorded by some of its more 
modern artists, and the jazz being taught at the majority of institutions. One of the most 
relevant musical disciplines that remains unexplored in jazz is counterpoint, although it 
opens up a broad pallet of options for the composer. As William Russo states, 
“polyphonic jazz has a great potential—why not develop it?”2 
 
 
 
                                                
1 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition & Harmony (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 1996), 6. 
 
2 William Russo, “Counterpoint,” in Jazz Composition & Orchestration (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1968), 130.   
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Chapter 1 
Polymodality and Its Application to Jazz 
Historical Background 
Toward the end of the 1800s the undisputed reign of several centuries of the 
tonal functional harmonic system came to an end, and a new trend in Western art music 
composition started to develop.3 The beginnings of this innovation came to light in two 
different forms and trajectories: in Germany, mainly represented by the music of 
Richard Wagner’s late period, and in France by Claude Debussy.4 This new 
development in which the concept of tonality expanded kept growing rapidly, although 
it remained uncategorized until the early twentieth century. 
At the turn of the century in a 1910 review of the Three Piano Pieces Op.11 by 
Arnold Schoenberg, one music critic declared that a line had been crossed: “Debussy 
only threatens; Schoenberg carries out the threat.”5 By the early 1920s the introduction 
of serialism by Schoenberg brought with it the broad, and lax, use of the label atonality, 
a term originally coined in 1907 by the Austrian composer Joseph Marx in a scholarly 
study of tonality.6 Soon, this terminology was used to describe “all music that did not fit 
                                                
3 Ruloph Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, 
1st ed. (London: W. & F. Mackay, 1958), 18. 
 
4 Ibid., 38-39. 
 
5 Joseph Auner, Music in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries: Western Music in Context (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), 36. 
 
6 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Serialism,” by Paul Griffiths, accessed December 19, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/25459.   
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into the customary and sanctified concept of tonality,” as Reti states.7 The result was 
that much music that was formerly considered atonal is no longer regarded as such. 
During the neoclassical period of the 1920s and 1930s the categorization of this 
new musical vocabulary started to take shape and to receive different names, starting 
with free atonalism in the sense that it was not subordinated to any serial technique or 
procedure.8 As time went by, the term free atonality was questioned and challenged as 
not being a good descriptor for such music. There was no consensus between 
composers and scholars as to whether this musical trend signified a break with tonality, 
a general breakdown of the tonal system, an improvement in tonal practice, or merely a 
temporary detour taken by a few composers.9 After that, all sorts of labels like free 
chromaticism, contextual atonality, nonserial atonality, anti-tonality, non-tonality, multi-
tonality, neotonality, and extended tonality were used to better describe this sort of music. 
Some of the latest terms are pantonality, coined by Rudolph Reti in 1958, and post-
tonality, this last one being used most frequently nowadays.10 
It was important to find a clear and definitive category, label, or classification for 
this type of music because it filled the gap between the two musical antipodes: tonal 
music and serialism. What made it difficult to find a suitable descriptor was that this art 
form was not achieved through only one harmonic or melodic mean, technique or 
                                                
7 Ruloph Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, 
1st ed. (London: W. & F. Mackay, 1958), 18.  
 
8 Joseph Auner, Music in the Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries: Western Music in Context (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2002), 37-38. 
 
9 Ibid., 38. 
 
10 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Pantonality,” by William Drabkin, accessed December 20, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20835. 
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procedure, as in dodecaphony, serialism, or tonal functional music. Rather, it was the 
result of a number of techniques dependent on the ideas of many different composers 
who did not wish to express themselves in serial structures or in the tonal vocabulary 
from the common practice period. Among these various techniques, one widely used by 
many composers was polytonality. 
 
Polytonality and Bitonality 
Concepts and Definitions 
 The basic concept of polytonality is simple, and can be described as the 
concurrence of two or more keys in one composition or part of it. Mark McFarland 
states that “in its most literal interpretation, polytonality implies the simultaneous 
unfolding of multiple tonalities.”11 Thus, “a state of simultaneous tonalities emerges—
tonalities that cross, overlap, complement or even oppose each other,” as Reti 
observes.12 David Cope writes that polytonality “produces flexible resources that can 
foster a wide variety of musical styles;”13 he defines it as a continuation in the evolution 
of tonality.  
                                                
11 Mark McFarland, “Dave Brubeck and Polytonal Jazz,” Jazz Perspectives 3, no. 2 (August 2009): 
153, accessed June 22, 2014, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17494060903152396. 
 
12 Ruloph Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, 
1st ed. (London: W. & F. Mackay, 1958), 78. 
 
13 David Cope, “Polytonality,” in Techniques of the Contemporary Composer, 1st ed. (New York: 
Schirmer, 1997), 19. 
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The term bitonality is sometimes used in reference to polytonal music written 
with only two keys.14 Nevertheless, polytonality is the more prevalent term, even though 
bitonality is more accurate in some cases. In this respect, Vincent Persichetti observes 
that “polytonality has come generally to imply the use of more than one tonal plane at 
the same time.”15 Regarding bitonality, Allen Forte mentions that “this technique results 
in tension between the individual lines, thus providing a compositional procedure of 
great potential.”16 
 
Antecedents 
From a historical standpoint, regardless of how revolutionary this technique 
might have seemed during the early twentieth century, Rudolph Reti traces it back to 
the 1500s in a composition by Hans Newsidler, and later to Mozart’s Ein Musikalischer 
Spass.17 Leon Dallin points out that an incipient polytonality was already present in 
baroque pieces; he states that “the answer and countersubject in the exposition of a real 
fugue may suggest different keys briefly.”18 This is due to the fact that many 
                                                
14 Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 105. 
 
15 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 255. 
 
16 Allen Forte, Contemporary Tone-Structures (New York: Bureau of Publications, Teachers College, 
Columbia University, 1955), 137. 
 
17 Ruloph Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, 
1st ed. (London: W. & F. Mackay, 1958), 79. 
 
18 Leon Dallin, “Polytonality,” in Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A Guide to the 
Materials of Modern Music, 3rd ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 132. 
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countersubjects and answers tended to appear in the dominant key, against the subject 
in the original tonality of the fugue. 
According to Darius Milhaud, “the day when canons were admitted at intervals 
other than the octave marked the birth of the principle of polytonality.”19 The Italian 
composer Alfredo Casella also points at canons as one of the originators of polytonality. 
He observes that 
Melodic polytonality is that which superposes two or more melodies of diverse 
tonality. It was born on that day when canons differing from the classic canon “at 
the octave” were admitted; that is, canons at the second, at the third, at the 
fourth, etc. Scholastic rigor for centuries constrained the voices composing these 
contrapuntal forms to live and move within a common tonality; but, evidently, a 
change at any time of the “alterations” of one of the parts would suffice to arrive 
at our present-day melodic polytonality.20 
 
Another “historical example of the simultaneity of scales and, consequently, of 
polytonality”21 given by Casella and Baker is the contrapuntal use of ascending melodic 
minor with descending natural minor scales at the same time in baroque pieces in a 
minor key.22 Also, according to Casella and Baker, “the first work presenting 
polytonality in typical completeness—not merely in the guise of a more or less happy 
‘experiment,’ but responding throughout to the demands of expression—is beyond all 
question the grandiose Le Sacre du Printemps of Stravinsky (1913).”23  
                                                
19 Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité,” Revue Musicale 4 (1923): 29-44, trans. Bryan R. 
Simms, 2006.  
 
20 Alfredo Casella and Theodore Baker, “Tone-Problems of To-day,” The Musical Quarterly 10, no. 
2 (April 1924): 166-167, accessed February 17, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738265. 
 
21 Ibid., 161. 
 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 Ibid.,164.  
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Reception 
As with most new techniques or trends, polytonality was not free of controversy. 
An important group of composers and scholars defended the idea that most 
polytonality exists only on paper due to the incapability of the human ear to separate 
the different tonalities while listening to a polytonal piece.24 This issue has been a 
matter of debate from the early twentieth century to the present. 
Humphrey Searle states that “the result is always heard as a unity, and not as a 
combination on equal terms of two distinct tonalities.”25 Nevertheless, more than a 
decade later he slightly contradicted himself in his book Twentieth Century Counterpoint, 
when in reference to polytonal composition in more than two keys he wrote, “the ear 
will always try to relate the sum total of the sounds it hears to a definite tonal basis; it is 
only really possible to listen to and distinguish between two separate tonalities at 
once.”26 Béla Bartók on his side argued that “polytonality exists only for the eye when 
looking at the music. But our mental hearing again will select one key as a fundamental 
key and will project the tones of the other keys on this selected one.”27 
David Cope might be one of the few advocates of the idea that it is possible to 
listen separately to the different tonalities in a polytonal piece. He states that  
                                                
24 Ton de Leeuw, Music of the Twentieth Century: A Study of Its Elements and Structure, trans. 
Stephen Taylor, 3rd ed. (1964; Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), 87. 
 
25 Humphrey Searle, “Polytonality,” The Musical Times 79, no. 1147 (September 1938): 698, 
accessed January 22, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/920833. 
 
26 Humphrey Searle, Twentieth Century Counterpoint: A Guide for Students (New York: John de 
Graff Inc., 1954), 34. 
 
27 John Vinton, “Bartók on His Own Music,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 19, no. 2 
(Summer, 1966): 238, accessed January 25, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/830583. 
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Separation of keys by register allows each key to be heard distinctly . . . creating 
strong progressions within each key also helps separate the tonal centers’ 
identities. Defining the mode (major or minor) clearly and striving to emphasize 
contrasting notes between keys further distinguishes polytonality . . . further 
separation of keys can be achieved by timbral means (e.g., strings versus 
woodwinds), articulation (e.g., staccato versus legato), dynamics (e.g., soft versus 
loud), and material (e.g., ostinato versus clear melodic counterpoint).28 
 
In the same regard, Paul Hindemith asserts that polytonality is just a catchword 
from the post-war era. As a compositional tool, he claims that it is “very entertaining for 
the composer, but the listener cannot follow the separate tonalities, for he relates every 
simultaneous combination of sounds to a root—and thus we see the futility of the 
game.”29 Hindemith also writes that “the ear judges the total sound, and does not ask 
with what intentions it was produced.”30 All this is paradoxical, because certain 
Hindemith compositions are commonly cited as examples of polytonality in music 
textbooks and scholarly articles. 
Maybe one of the harshest commentaries regarding polytonality was made by 
Pieter van den Toorn in his book The Music of Igor Stravinsky, where he states, “it is to be 
understood that questions regarding the ‘bitonality’ or ‘polytonality’ of certain passages 
in this literature can no longer be taken seriously within the context of this inquiry. 
Presumably implying the simultaneous . . . unfolding of separate ‘tonalities’ or ‘keys,’ 
                                                
28 David Cope, “Polytonality,” in Techniques of the Contemporary Composer, 1st ed. (New York: 
Schirmer, 1997), 20-21. 
 
29 Paul Hindemith, “Atonality and Polytonality,” in The Craft of Musical Composition: Theory, vol.1, 
trans. Arthur Mendel, 4th ed. (1942; New York: Schoot, 1970), 156. 
 
30 Ibid.  
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these notions—real horrors of the musical imagination—have widely (and mercifully) 
been dismissed as too fantastic or illogical to be of assistance.”31    
In this same respect Leon Dallin takes a more moderate stance, remarking that 
polytonality is often “more obvious to the eye than to the ear.”32 However, he also states 
that the “listeners are perfectly capable of appreciating the effect even when they are 
not able to isolate the two keynotes.”33 Dallin additionally mentions that, “for 
polytonality to be consciously perceived, the two keys must be relatively pure and 
adequately separated in register or timbre.”34 This last remark constituted the second 
controversy surrounding polytonality, because some composers and scholars claimed 
that the term itself was not well suited to describe such technique. Rudolph Reti writes 
The very term polytonality, which, by the way, seems hardly a fitting expression 
for the rather primitive idea it signifies, was introduced to denote a 
compositional method where two musical lines, which are in different keys, 
appear contrapuntally juxtaposed. The main weakness of the term, therefore, lies 
in that it conceives tonality as identical with key, rather than in its wider aspect 
as a tonically unified group.35 
 
An important part of the realization of polytonality, as described by Stefan 
Kostka, is that “each tonal layer in a polytonal passage will be basically diatonic to its 
                                                
31 Pieter C. van den Toorn, “Some Useful (and Useless) Explanatory Notions,” in The Music of Igor 
Stravinsky (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1983), 63-64. 
 
32 Leon Dallin, “Polytonality,” in Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A Guide to the 
Materials of Modern Music, 3rd ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 133. 
 
33 Ibid.  
 
34 Ibid.  
 
35 Ruloph Reti, Tonality, Atonality, Pantonality: A Study of Some Trends in Twentieth Century Music, 
1st ed. (London: W. & F. Mackay, 1958), 79. 
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own scale.”36 According to Kostka’s statement (and most consulted authors agreed), 
each voice must be completely diatonic to its chosen scale, but the term tonality as 
conceived in the common practice period is not just a pitch collection. Arnold Whittall 
observed that “all systems of tonality have in common the idea that music progresses 
away from and towards fundamental pitches, which control the relative importance of 
all the sounds used within a work.”37 In the eighteenth century Rameau defined tonality 
in terms of a progression of roots and their triads (regardless if the root is in the bass or 
as an inversion). By the nineteenth century Hugo Riemann in his text of functional 
harmony, proposed that the roots of the tonic, dominant, and subdominant have 
priority in expressing a tonality. In the early twentieth century Schoenberg and 
Schenker proposed that a composition embodies only one tonality, even if it 
momentarily modulates to less important keys (which Schenker saw only as 
prolongations of that single tonality).38 Most of the time tonalities contain chords, and 
consequently scale notes or accidentals from another key, which are not diatonic to the 
tonality. Those nondiatonic chords and scale notes are still considered functional, 
because even though they are not diatonic, they help strengthen the sense of tonality.  
Certain scholars and composers agree that the correct term to describe a melodic 
line diatonic to a scale that contains no accidentals is modal, due to the historical 
                                                
36 Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 105.  
 
37 Arnold Whittall, “Tonality,” in The Oxford Companion to Music, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed December 30, 2015, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/ 
opr/t114/e6829. 
 
38 Ibid.  
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background of modality in the music from the renaissance.39 This debate gave birth to 
the term polymodality as a better descriptor for this technique. 
 
Polymodality and Dual Modality 
Concepts and Definitions 
 According to Vincent Persichetti, “polymodality involves two or more different 
modes on the same or different tonal centers. The modal strands may be melodic or 
harmonic.”40 Traditionally, in order for a melodic line to be considered modal, it needs 
to be diatonic to a mode (traditional or synthetic) and contain no alterations. The same 
concept applies to modal harmonic content. Persichetti states that “a pure modal 
passage is one in which a modal melody is harmonized with chords from the same 
mode and on the same tonal center.”41 In reference to modal jazz, this concept is what 
Ron Miller describes as modal simple.42 This notion of harmonic modality is somehow 
reminiscent to the theory of pandiatonicism.  
The term pandiatonic was coined by Nicolas Slonimsky in his 1938 book, Music 
Since 1900.43 This terminology is used to describe a passage, section, or composition 
                                                
39 Thomas Benjamin, “Modality,” in The Craft of Modal Counterpoint: A Practical Approach (New 
York: Routledge, 2005), 12-13. 
 
40 Vincent Persichetti, “Modes,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 38. 
 
41 Ibid. 
 
42 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition & Harmony, vol.1 (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 
1996), 9.  
 
 43 Nicolas Slonimsky, Music Since 1900, 3rd ed. (New York: Coleman-Ross Company Inc., 1949), 
46. 
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which uses all seven degrees diatonic to some heptatonic scale (melodically, 
harmonically, or contrapuntally).44 Pandiatonic music must not rely on traditional 
harmonic progressions and conventional treatment of dissonance. Wide intervallic 
leaps are employed, and voice leading enjoys complete independence and freedom. The 
sense of tonality (or modality) is very strong, due to the complete absence of 
chromaticisms and alterations.45 While it can be stated that pandiatonic music is always 
modal, modal music is not necessarily pandiatonic. This occurs because in modality, 
traditional chord formations and progressions are allowed as long as they remain 
completely diatonic to the chosen mode. 
 The term dual modality is applied when material from two modes is used 
concurrently. This terminology is commonly associated with the simultaneous use of 
minor and major modes, but it can also be used with ecclesiastical or synthetic ones.46 
Another term that Béla Bartók used to describe this technique was bimodality.  
 
Reception 
 An accepted and definitive categorization of the difference between polytonality 
and polymodality has not been clearly established. Composers and scholars have 
                                                
44 Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 105. 
 
45 Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Pandiatonicism,” accessed December 31, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e4959. 
 
46 Leon Dallin, “Dual Modality,” in Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A Guide to the 
Materials of Modern Music, 3rd ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 129. 
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agreed on neither what each term means exactly, nor its scope. Perhaps as a result of its 
wide acceptance, the term polytonality lacks accuracy as a descriptive category.47 
Béla Bartók’s explanation of both these terms is the one most radically different 
to the rest of composers and scholars. For him, the difference relies on the amount of 
tonal centers. While polytonality must have two or more tonal centers with identical or 
different scales, polymodality needs only one tonic and different modes, as he observes 
To point out the essential difference between atonality, polytonality, and 
polymodality in a final word on this subject, we may say that atonal music offers 
no fundamental tone at all, polytonality offers or is supposed to offer several of 
them, polymodality offers a single one. Therefore, our music, I mean the new 
Hungarian art music, is always based on a single fundamental tone, as [much] in 
its entirety as in its sections.48 
 
The explanation given by Vincent Persichetti is more complex, because like 
Bartók, he believes that polytonality must have two or more tonal centers, even if it is 
modal. Persichetti combines the terms and states that “when the same mode occurs 
simultaneously on different tonal centers, the passage is polytonal and modal, but not 
polymodal.”49 He also slightly contradicts himself when he claims that “when different 
modes occur on different tonal centers at the same time the passage is both polymodal 
                                                
47 Philip Ernst Rupprecht, “Tonal Stratification and Conflict in the Music of Benjamin Britten” 
(PhD diss., Yale University, 1993), 40, accessed February 16, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 
http://search.proquest.com.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/docview/304079033?accountid=14553. 
 
48 John Vinton, “Bartók on His Own Music,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 19, no. 2 
(Summer, 1966): 240, accessed January 25, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/830583. 
 
49 Vincent Persichetti, “Modes,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 39. 
  16 
and polytonal,”50 despite having claimed in the previous paragraph that “polymodality 
involves two or more different modes on the same or different tonal centers.”51 
 Another example of the problems in the definition of these concepts is a remark 
that Jeremy Drake makes when discussing Milhaud’s music. Being that Darius Milhaud 
is one of the most cited examples of polytonality, and considering himself a composer 
of polytonal music, Drake comments that his theoretical approach to composing was “a 
feature that sets him quite apart from his contemporaries. This comes out especially in 
his researches into polytonality, which might be better called in his case ‘polymodality’, 
for he almost never used the functional relationships that characterize tonality.”52 
As Mark McFarland observes, “polytonality is a term that has yet to be defined 
to the satisfaction of all, and such agreement will likely never happen. This impasse is 
due to the inherent contradiction of the term itself and the ambiguity of the musical 
technique.”53 For the purpose of the present study, the concept and term that will be 
used is polymodality, signifying the simultaneity of two or more modes on the same or 
different tonal centers. The chosen modes can have an equal or different intervallic 
formation, and they can be either ecclesiastical or synthetic. Given the focus of this 
research, only heptatonic modes will be used. If the same tonal center is chosen, then it 
must contain different modes, otherwise, no polymodality is constructed. This 
                                                
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Ibid., 38.  
 
52 Jeremy Drake, “Milhaud, Darius,” in Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed January 2, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/ 
grove/music/18674. 
 
53 Mark McFarland, “Dave Brubeck and Polytonal Jazz,” Jazz Perspectives 3, no. 2 (August 2009): 
153, accessed June 22, 2014, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17494060903152396. 
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technique can be expressed either polyphonically, homophonically, or as a combination 
of both, and will be completely diatonic to the chosen modes.54 This concept of 
polymodality is congruent to the theory stated by Vincent Persichetti, but adjusted to a 
synthetic modal vocabulary. 
It is important to point out that during the development of this dissertation, most 
of the consulted, cited and quoted references use the term polytonality for the concept 
described in the previous paragraph as polymodality. For this reason, from this point 
on, both terms will be used to signify the same technique.55 The argument claiming that 
is impossible to hear the different keys in a polymodal composition, and thus the 
futility of this technique, will be completely ignored in this study due to lack of validity. 
This is because “polymodal combinations . . . produce their own individual kind of 
sound and are especially chosen to this end. While their pitches are still important in the 
generation of tonal progression and formal structure, their individual tonality is of 
secondary importance,” as stated by Susanni and Antokoletz.56 Polymodality’s value 
should not rely on the capability of the listener to hear the different keys separately, but 
                                                
54 The difference between polyphony and counterpoint is more related to traditional musical 
classifications than to a real technical difference. Both terms have been used as synonyms most of the 
time. Only occasionally has a difference been established, and authors tend to contradict each other. For 
the purpose of this study both terms will be used as synonyms. See Wolf Frobenius, et al., “Polyphony,” 
in Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press. 
 
55 The present author considers that polymodality and polytonality are different techniques. 
While the first concept involves a complete diatonicism to the chosen modes, the second encompasses the 
creation of simultaneous tonalities, which include nondiatonic notes, modal interchange chords, 
secondary dominants, and all the regular features of tonal functional harmony. This, regardless of 
whether it is melodic polytonality, because a single melodic line can create real tonality by itself, as can be 
witnessed in any J. S. Bach fugue or invention. For the practicality of this study, and to avoid confusions 
with quotations of different authors, both terms are used interchangeably. 
 
56 Paolo Susanni and Elliot Antokoletz, Music and Twentieth-Century Tonality: Harmonic Progression 
Based on Modality and the Interval Cycles (New York: Routledge, 2012), 13. 
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on the end result, which creates a post-tonal sound that is neither tonal nor atonal. To 
assert otherwise is as absurd as arguing that the value of serialism lies in the ability of 
the listener to hear the row in its prime form in a serial piece. 
 
Melodic Versus Harmonic Polymodality 
 Polymodality in broad terms is subdivided into two species, harmonic and 
melodic.57 Leon Dallin states that polymodality “can be used in both contrapuntal and 
homophonic styles and between closely related and remote keys to produce many 
degrees of dissonance and complexity.”58 Darius Milhaud observes that “just as there 
exist . . . a harmonic polytonality whose resources stem from all types of combinations 
of different chords, there also exists a parallel circumstance: a purely polyphonic 
polytonality.”59 In this same regard, Vincent Persichetti states that polymodality may be 
established by two or more tonal planes of harmonic writing (harmonic polymodality), 
or through imitative writing (horizontal polymodality).60 
 
 
 
                                                
57 Alfredo Casella and Theodore Baker, “Tone-Problems of To-day,” The Musical Quarterly 10, no. 
2 (April 1924): 164, accessed February 17, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738265. 
 
58 Leon Dallin, “Polytonality,” in Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A Guide to the 
Materials of Modern Music, 3rd ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 135. 
 
59 Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité,” Revue Musicale 4 (1923): 29-44, trans. Bryan R. 
Simms, 2006. 
 
60 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 259. 
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Melodic Polymodality 
 Melodic writing in polymodality begins with the composition of modal lines, 
which, as mentioned earlier, can be done using ecclesiastical or synthetic modes. 
Polymodal melodic function can be homophonic, contrapuntal with harmonic 
accompaniment, or completely polyphonic. In this regard Vincent Persichetti states that 
“two or three lines may produce transparent polytonality.”61 To this end, “each melodic 
line should retain its own individuality yet the harmonic total must have direction of 
flow, tension design, and textural consistency.”62 Polyphonic polymodal writing has 
been widely used by composers like Igor Stravinsky, Béla Bartók, and Darius Milhaud. 
The latter used the term contrapuntal polytonality to describe polyphonic texture 
composed of melodies in different keys.63 Darius Milhaud states that “rather than 
superimposed chords or chains of chords, the elements of this device consist of 
melodies written in several keys which are then superimposed in a contrapuntal 
interplay.”64 
 In polyphonic polymodality, the vertical factor must be carefully planned; if 
modal strands are randomly combined, the harmonic result will be arbitrary. 
Understanding polymodal construction is necessary to maintain independence of lines 
                                                
61 Ibid. 
 
62 Ibid., 255. 
 
63 Virginia Yvonne Cox, “Simultaneous Diatonic Harmonic Contexts in Early Twentieth Century 
Music” (PhD diss., West Virginia University, 1993), 10, accessed February 3, 2015, ProQuest Dissertation 
and Theses, http://search.proquest.com.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/docview/304082059?accountid= 
14553. 
 
64 Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité,” Revue Musicale 4 (1923): 29-44, trans. Bryan R. 
Simms, 2006.  
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without unpredictability.65 A deeper explanation of the contrapuntal technique and its 
possibilities and considerations will be given in a subsequent chapter. 
 
Harmonic Polymodality 
 Harmonic writing in polymodality is, in its most basic concept, “that which 
superposes and interweaves chords belonging to diverse tonalities,” as Alfredo Casella 
observes.66 One of the most common methods to achieve this is by superimposing 
chords, resulting in structures commonly known as polychords. Stefan Kostka states 
that “a polychord combines two or more chords into a more complex sonority, but it is 
crucial that the listener be able to perceive that separate harmonic entities are being 
juxtaposed if the result is to be a true polychord.”67 Not every 11th or 13th chord can be 
labeled as a polychord because to be considered one, the individual sonorities that 
make up the chordal structure must be separated by some means such as register or 
timbre. If the voices of the two or more harmonic structures are intermingled, it cannot 
be considered a polychord.68 Vincent Persichetti defines a polychord as: 
the simultaneous combination of two or more chords from different harmonic 
areas. The segments of the polychord are referred to as chordal units. The 
beginnings of polychords may be traced to double and triple pedal point, where 
                                                
65 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 255-257. 
 
66 Alfredo Casella and Theodore Baker, “Tone-Problems of To-day,” The Musical Quarterly 10, no. 
2 (April 1924): 165, accessed February 17, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/738265. 
 
67 Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 64. 
 
68 Ibid. 
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hints of bitonality, caused by the relationship of the passing chords to the pedal 
chord, lie in the passing harmony.69  
 
It is important to point out that not every progression of polychords is intrinsically 
polymodal. The simultaneity of modal areas is constructed when the chordal units that 
create the structure are maintained horizontally diatonic to the modes in a stable 
manner. Polymodality is only achieved when each tonal strand is kept within a clear 
mode formation. Altering the modality through chromaticisms or constant modulations 
clouds the texture or simply produces diverse polychords, but no polymodality is 
achieved.70 Figure 1.1 shows an example by Vincent Persichetti where a progression of 
polychords creates polymodality by keeping G Ionian in the upper chordal unit, E 
Ionian in the middle one, and C Ionian in the bass.71 
 
Figure 1.1. Polychords creating polymodality 
 
 
                                                
69 Vincent Persichetti, “Polychords,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 135. 
 
70 Ibid., 136-256. 
 
71 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 256.  
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An example of a progression of polychords not creating polymodality is shown 
in figure 1.2. The excerpt pertaining to the first four measures of Vincent Persichetti’s 
Little Piano Book Op. 60 (“Prologue”) shows constant accidentals in both the upper and 
lower chordal units. For that reason, no sense of modality is achieved horizontally in 
the strands.72 
 
Figure 1.2. Polychords not creating polymodality 
 
 
In his article “Polytonalité et atonalité,” Darius Milhaud explains how to create 
polymodality through polychords formed by two triads. He states that the first element 
to consider is all the possible combinations of two triads, as shown in tables 1.1-1.4.  
 
Table 1.1. Two equal triads 
Position Type of triad 
     
Upper structure: major minor diminished augmented 
Lower structure: major minor diminished augmented 
 
 
                                                
72 Stefan Kostka, Materials and Techniques of Twentieth-Century Music, 3rd ed. (Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 2006), 65. 
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Table 1.2. All the combinations with a major triad in the lower or upper structure 
Position Type of triad 
  
Upper structure: minor diminished augmented major major major 
Lower structure: major major major minor diminished augmented 
 
Table 1.3. Remaining combinations with a minor triad in the lower or upper structure 
Position Type of triad 
  
Upper structure: diminished augmented minor minor 
Lower structure: minor minor diminished augmented 
 
Table 1.4. Remaining combinations with diminished and augmented triads 
Position Type of triad 
  
Upper structure: augmented diminished 
Lower structure: diminished augmented 
 
Milhaud also notes that another aspect to be explored is all the possible inversions of 
the triads functioning either as lower or upper structure.73 This same concept can be 
applied to seventh chords, and more modern structures like three-note sus2, sus4, and 
quartal chords, plus all their permutations.     
 In terms of spacing, Persichetti notes that “closely spaced polytonal areas become 
muddy. The keys should be kept far enough apart to allow room for voice activity. 
Harmonic parts of three keys placed a small interval apart run into each other. 
Cramped polytonality of this type is possible but lacks versatility.”74 
                                                
73 Darius Milhaud, “Polytonalité et Atonalité,” Revue Musicale 4 (1923): 29-44, trans. Bryan R. 
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74 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
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 It is important to mention that polychords are not the only means to achieve 
polymodality from a harmonic perspective. Modal harmony written in only one mode 
can create homophonic polymodality when combined with a melody or bass line 
written in another mode. While harmony in this method does not create polymodality 
by itself, it helps to create it with the rest of the instrumentation. Another approach to 
creating harmonic polymodality is through voice leading; voices can be grouped in 
different keys as shown in table 1.5. This concept shown in four voices (SATB) can also 
be applied to five, six, or more voices depending on the instrumentation. 
 
Table 1.5. Voice leading modal grouping 
Voice Scale 
  
Soprano mode A 
Alto mode A 
Tenor mode B 
Bass mode B 
 
Polymodal Writing 
To achieve polymodal writing, the first thing to consider is the relationship 
between the different tonal centers and the scales to be used. The type of modes chosen 
to form the different modal layers can be identical or not, ecclesiastical or synthetic.75 
Tension and distension (traditionally called consonance and dissonance76) in the 
                                                
75 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
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76 See Chapter 2. 
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composition will be directly impacted by the choice of scales and tonal centricity.77 Leon 
Dallin observes that polymodality can be used “between closely related and remote 
keys to produce many degrees of dissonance and complexity.”78 If closely related keys 
with the same type of mode are chosen (e.g., C Ionian and G Ionian), the polymodal 
effect and the tension degree will be minimal because only one note differs from one 
scale to the other (F and F#). David Cope states that “in consonant relationships, 
composers often heighten the sense of polytonality by emphasizing the note differences. 
No polytonality occurs at all with C major and F major, for example, if B and Bb are 
avoided.”79 Higher numbers of conflicting tones between the chosen modes will result 
in an increased level of dissonance (e.g., C Ionian and Db Ionian).80  
There are three possible ways of obtaining conflicting scale degrees in 
polymodality to control the amount of tensions and distension. The first one is by using 
the same type of mode starting on different roots. Depending on the intervallic distance 
between the tonal centers (key relationship), the amount of conflicting tones will vary. 
Regardless of the chosen scale, the number of conflicting notes per key relationship will 
remain the same as long as the same type of mode is maintained. Vincent Persichetti 
states that 
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The fundamental quality of polytonal texture is determined by the key 
relationship set up by the tonics. In major-key combinations, a polytonal order of 
tension from consonant to dissonant is secured by combining two keys that lie a 
perfect fifth, major ninth, major sixth, major third, major seventh apart—and so 
on up the cycle of fifths. The high point of resonance in the order is at the center. 
Those keys that are not closely related according to the circle of fifths will more 
easily set apart the tonal key spheres. The tritone as a basis for key coalition 
forms a prime polytonal relationship because it is the most resonant of the 
dissonant combinations of keys.81 
 
Another important aspect that will significantly influence the overall sound of a 
polymodal composition or section is the total amount of pitch classes obtained by the 
addition of both modes in comparison to the chromatic scale. For example: C Ionian 
plus D Ionian will add the notes: C – C# – D – E – F – F# – G – A – B (9 pitch classes). 
Depending on the key relationship, the sum of notes will decrease or increase until 
obtaining the whole aggregate. Regardless of what scale is being used, the number of 
pitch classes per key relationship will remain the same as long as the same type of mode 
is maintained. Controlling the amount of pitch classes will allow the amount of tension 
in a composition to be managed to a certain degree, along with the capacity to create 
momentum during the composition. If more than two modes are used, the amount of 
conflicting tones and the number of pitch classes will increase, depending on how many 
modes are added and the chosen key relationships. Table 1.6 shows the number of 
conflicting notes and pitch classes obtained by every key relationship. The chosen mode 
for the illustration is Dorian, but as mentioned before, the results will be the same 
regardless of what mode is chosen (ecclesiastical or synthetic).    
 
                                                
81 Vincent Persichetti, “Polytonality,” in Twentieth-Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and Practice 
(New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1961), 257-258. 
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Table 1.6. Key relationships, number of conflicting notes, and pitch classes 
Key relationship Modes Number of conflicting notes Number of pitch classes 
    
minor 2nd C Dorian 5 12 
 Db Dorian   
major 2nd C Dorian 2 9 
 D Dorian   
minor 3rd C Dorian 3 10 
 Eb Dorian   
major 3rd C Dorian 4 11 
 E Dorian   
perfect 4th C Dorian 1 8 
 F Dorian   
tritone C Dorian 5 12 
 Gb Dorian   
perfect 5th C Dorian 1 8 
 G Dorian   
minor 6th C Dorian 4 11 
 Ab Dorian   
major 6th C Dorian 3 10 
 A Dorian   
minor 7th C Dorian 2 9 
 Bb Dorian   
major 7th C Dorian 5 12 
 B Dorian   
 
The second option to obtain conflicting scale degrees is to choose different modes 
starting in the same tonal center. This method varies greatly if ecclesiastical or synthetic 
modes are chosen. Three combinations are possible: two ecclesiastical modes, one 
ecclesiastical and one synthetic, or two synthetics. All the possible combinations 
between two ecclesiastical modes are presented in table 1.7. Selecting more than two 
modes will increase the number of conflicting notes and the number of pitch classes. 
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Writing the combinations with synthetic scales would be impractical, since the number 
of heptatonic synthetic modes is 462 (as will be explained in chapter 3). 
 
Table 1.7. Number of conflicting notes and pitch classes between ecclesiastical modes   
Modes Number of conflicting notes Number of pitch classes 
    
C Ionian 2 9 
C Dorian   
C Ionian 4 11 
C Phrygian   
C Ionian 1 8 
C Lydian   
C Ionian 1 8 
C Mixolydian   
C Ionian 3 10 
C Aeolian   
C Ionian 5 12 
C Locrian   
C Dorian 2 9 
C Phrygian   
C Dorian 3 10 
C Lydian   
C Dorian 2 9 
C Mixolydian   
C Dorian 1 8 
C Aeolian   
C Dorian 3 10 
C Locrian   
C Phrygian 5 12 
C Lydian   
C Phrygian 3 10 
C Mixolydian   
C Phrygian 1 8 
C Aeolian   
C Phrygian 1 8 
C Locrian   
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Table 1.7. (continued) 
Modes Number of conflicting notes Number of pitch classes 
    
C Lydian 2 9 
C Mixolydian   
C Lydian 3 10 
C Aeolian   
C Lydian 6 12 
C Locrian   
C Mixolydian 2 9 
C Aeolian   
C Mixolydian 4 11 
C Locrian   
C Aeolian 2 9 
C Locrian   
 
The final option is to combine the two previously described possibilities, that is, 
different modes (ecclesiastical or synthetic) starting on different tonal centers. Once the 
tonal centricity and the modes have been selected, the second thing to consider is the 
texture. As mentioned earlier, three alternatives are possible: homophony, polyphony, 
and a combination of both. A mixture of both textures can be achieved in two ways, the 
first one by separating homophony and polyphony in vertical segments, and the second 
by writing counterpoint with accompaniment (somehow reminiscent to the continuo of 
certain baroque pieces).82 
 
 
 
                                                
82 Christopher Wilson, “Continuo,” in The Oxford Companion to Music. Oxford Music Online. 
Oxford University Press, accessed January 9, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/ 
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Analysis of Excerpts of Representative Composers 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, polymodality can be traced back to the 
baroque period. Figure 1.3 shows an excerpt of J. S. Bach’s (1685–1750) Four Duets No. 
2, BWV 303 measures 43-46. This is an example of contrapuntal writing, where Bach 
creates a canon a perfect fourth below the top voice. The upper melody is composed in 
a D melodic minor scale, and the lower voice is written in A melodic minor.83 Mosco 
Carner states that “Bach in contrast to most modern composers, is here as much 
concerned with the vertical factor as he is with the horizontal.”84 
 
Figure 1.3. Polymodality excerpt by J. S. Bach 
 
 
In the previous example, the key relationship of an ascending perfect fifth creates 
a euphonic sound because there is only one conflicting scale degree. Also, the 
contrapuntal aspect (since it belongs to the baroque period) is managed to create 
consonance most of the time. Figure 1.4 shows the opposite. Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971) 
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wrote this passage in one of the tensest key relationships—a minor second. Moreover, 
his contrapuntal procedure uses harsh intervals between the lowest and the middle 
voices. This excerpt pertaining to Stravinsky’s Symphonies of Wind Instruments 
measures 29-33 uses Gb Ionian mode for the upper and middle voices (flute I & II), and 
G Ionian for the lower one (flute III).85 On the first beat of measure 33, the lower voice 
contains an ascending chromatic note (C#) that is not diatonic to G Ionian, but 
polymodality is still clearly achieved due to the brevity of the chromaticism. 
 
Figure 1.4. Polymodality excerpt by Igor Stravinsky 
 
 
Darius Milhaud (1892–1974) is one of the most frequently cited examples of early 
polymodal writing. Figure 1.5 is an excerpt of his Symphony for Small Orchestra No. 3 
(“Serenade”), measures 9-12, in which he shows a complex contrapuntal polymodality 
with five tonal centers at the same time: Bb Ionian, F Ionian, E Ionian, C Ionian and D 
Ionian. Laura Christine Amos states that “horizontal examination of this excerpt reveals 
                                                
85 Reginald Smith Brindle, ”Bitonality and Polytonality,” in Musical Composition, 1st ed. (1986; 
repr., New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 102-103. 
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that Milhaud used almost all the notes of each Ionian seven-step scale. There are so few 
omissions or alterations that one cannot deny the melodic presence of each scale.”86  
 
Figure 1.5. Polymodality excerpt by Darius Milhaud no. 1 
 
 
Figures 1.6 and 1.7 illustrate a much simpler example of polymodal writing. 
From the piano score of Saudades do Brazil Op. 67 the first excerpt belongs to movement 
No. 7 (“Corcovado”), measures 1-5, where Darius Milhaud uses G Mixolydian on the 
                                                
86 Laura Christine Amos, “An Examination of 1920s Parisian Polytonality: Milhaud’s Ballet La 
Création du Monde” (PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2007), 53, accessed February 3, 2015, 
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bass clef concurrently with D Ionian on the upper voice.87 The second example is taken 
from movement No. 2 (“Botafogo”), showing harmonic polymodal writing in two 
different scales a minor second apart. F# melodic minor is used to compose the upper 
voice, while the lower is in F Aeolian.  
 
Figure 1.6. Polymodality excerpt by Darius Milhaud no. 2 
 
 
Figure 1.7. Polymodality excerpt by Darius Milhaud no. 3 
 
  
An excellent example of polymodal writing is the third movement of Paul 
Hindemith’s (1895–1963) Five Pieces for String Orchestra Op. 44 (1927). Most of the 
movement is constructed in the form of a double canon between violin I and II, and 
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viola and cello (the cello is doubled by the bass). The first theme is played by violin II 
and imitated by violin I at a rhythmic distance of an eighth note; the viola plays the 
second theme that is imitated by the cello also an eighth note apart. Each part is 
composed in the Ionian mode in a different key with very few alterations. Figure 1.8 
illustrates an excerpt of this movement corresponding to measures 16-19, where 
Hindemith uses five tonal centers at a time: F Ionian, D Ionian, C Ionian, A Ionian, and 
Bb Ionian. The contradictory aspect of Hindemith is that more than a decade later he 
will discredit polymodality as something futile that exists only on paper, as mentioned 
earlier.88   
 
Figure 1.8. Polymodality excerpt by Paul Hindemith  
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Another composer constantly cited as an example of polymodal writing is Béla 
Bartók (1881–1945), who always sought different forms of polymodality. Besides the 
conventional superimposing of two or more keys, he developed a way of creating 
chromaticism by intertwining modes. John Vinton writes that “Bartók developed this 
spontaneous use of polymodality into a more complex harmonic procedure, which he 
called ‘polymodal chromaticism’ or, more simply, ‘modal chromaticism.’”89 Figure 1.9 
shows the first six measures of Bartók’s Mikrokosmos No. 59, where polymodality is 
achieved by combining C Aeolian on the right hand and C Ionian on the left. In contrast 
to previous examples, this piece uses the same tonal centricity with different modes. 
The combination of C Aeolian and C Ionian creates three conflicting notes and adds ten 
pitch classes.90 
 
Figure 1.9. Polymodality excerpt by Béla Bartók no. 1 
 
 
Bartók takes a different approach in 44 Duos for Two Violins No. 33 (“Harvest 
Song”), where he uses the same mode for both parts in different tonal centers: the upper 
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violin part is composed in D Dorian and the lower in G# Dorian. The key relationship 
of a tritone generates five conflicting notes and adds the whole aggregate. Nevertheless, 
Reginald Smith Brindle states that “these modal ‘tonalities’ are a tritone apart, and are 
thus in the greatest possible conflict; the result, however, is almost bland. This is 
because the two parts are mostly consonant with each other, avoiding excessive 
dissonance. Note that the parts are mostly well separated and do not cross.”91     
 
Figure 1.10. Polymodality excerpt by Béla Bartók no. 2   
 
 
Figure 1.11 illustrates Bartók’s concept of polymodal chromaticism in an excerpt 
taken from the first movement of his Fourth String Quartet, measures 1-4. In this 
composition Bartók creates a composite modal scale known as polymode, by 
intertwining two modes: C Lydian (i.e., C D E F# G A B) and C Phrygian (i.e., C Db Eb F 
G Ab Bb). By joining both scales Bartók creates the aggregate (i.e., C Db D Eb E F F# G 
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Ab A Bb B) in order to compose fully chromatic music derived from a diatonic source 
with its associated tendency tones, in contrast to serialist composers.92 Béla Bartók states 
As the result of superimposing a Lydian and Phrygian pentachord with a  
common fundamental tone, we get a diatonic pentachord filled out with all the 
possible flat and sharp scale degrees. These seemingly chromatic degrees, 
however, are totally different in their function from the altered chord degrees of 
the chromatic styles of the previous periods. A chromatically altered note of a 
chord is in strict relation to its non-altered form; it is a transition leading to the 
respective tone of the following chord. In our polymodal chromaticism, however, 
the flat and sharp tones are not altered degrees at all; they are diatonic 
ingredients of a diatonic modal scale.93  
 
Figure 1.11. Polymodality excerpt by Béla Bartók no. 3 
 
 
Other composers that have used polymodality include Benjamin Britten, Ferrucio 
Busoni, Carlos Chávez, Maurice Ravel, and Heitor Villa-Lobos.  
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Polymodality in Jazz 
 Polymodality is a term that has been rarely mentioned in the jazz literature, in 
the same way it has been infrequently practiced as a compositional tool by jazz 
arrangers and composers.94 Very few books mention polymodality, polytonality, or its 
related terminology, except to describe a different concept from the one discussed in 
this research. A clear example of this is George Russell’s use of the term polymodality in 
his book Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization. Russell uses the term to describe 
how chords and scales can generate vertical and horizontal modality in his principle 
that reorganizes Western theory with the Lydian mode at the center of it (instead of the 
major scale).95 Peter Kenagy writes that  
Russell extends the common view that a chord conveys tonality vertically, while  
a scale conveys tonality horizontally. Russell asserts that every chord is 
understood to have a scale which best conveys that chord’s tonality. In the 
concept’s system of vertical polymodality, a spectrum of alternate scales for each 
chord is explored which gradually moves toward total chromaticism—the 
inclusion of all twelve pitches. In the system of horizontal polymodality, the same 
spectrum is available, but in the context of a tonic defined by a local or regional 
key area (tonic station), rather than by the passing of individual chords.96 
 
The different meaning given by Russell to this term is rather ambiguous because he is 
one of the few jazz composers that used polymodality as a compositional tool; however, 
he referred to it as polytonality, as have many previously analyzed composers. 
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Another jazz text that mentions the term polytonality is the 2011 book by Andrew 
Jaffe, Something Borrowed Something Blue: Principles of Jazz Composition. Like Russell, Jaffe 
uses the term to describe a concept that does not conform to what post-tonal composers 
and theorists meant by polytonality. “Polytonal chords or passages involve the 
coexistence of material from different tonal sources,” Jaffe explains.97 But beyond this 
ambiguous definition his examples show passages where polychords are used 
throughout a section without maintaining the modal layers. For Jaffe, polytonality is a 
section or passage formed by non-diatonic polychords, regardless of whether the 
modality is carried out through the different chordal units. Jaffe’s definition contradicts 
the concept explained earlier in this chapter.98  
Russell and Jaffe’s definitions add confusion to the already unclear terminology 
in this respect. Perhaps the few clear (but brief) descriptions in jazz literature are 
contained in three different books. The first is David Liebman’s A Chromatic Approach to 
Jazz Harmony and Melody, where in the glossary he defines bitonal as “two keys at the 
same time.”99 Frederick Sturm’s Changes Over Time: The Evolution of Jazz Arranging is the 
second book that also provides a definition for bitonal in the glossary: “the 
simultaneous appearance of two different keys or tonalities.”100 Finally, Russell Garcia’s 
The Professional Arranger Composer, one of the earliest texts of its kind, defines 
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polytonality as “writing in two different keys simultaneously.”101 Garcia even issues a 
value judgment; when regarding polytonality he claims that it is “to be used with 
discretion! (some modern legitimate composers have unsuccessfully based their whole 
style on this device).”102 The Professional Arranger Composer is the only one of these three 
books that provides a two-measure example of homophonic polymodality. 
From the improvisational standpoint, jazz has included polymodal and polytonal 
elements since the bebop era. It is not uncommon to find a bebop solo that 
superimposes one harmonic progression over another being played by the 
accompaniment. Neither is it unusual that a solo by a performer like Wayne Shorter, 
Chris Potter, Kurt Rosenwinkel, or Bob Brookmeyer superimposes one mode over a 
chord that is not related to that scale. Techniques like harmonic or modal 
superimposition and side slipping have been widely used in jazz as a way of controlling 
tension and distension, and to create momentum during solos.103 The superimposition 
of harmonic progressions is an example of homophonic polytonality—in the true sense 
of the word—where two tonalities concur. Modal superimposition and side slipping are 
examples of homophonic polymodality. Instances where these techniques are used are 
abundant in the jazz discography, but the main difference with the post-tonal concept is 
that jazz improvisation uses these principles very briefly and intermittently and never 
throughout a complete section, much less a whole composition. Regarding composers, 
                                                
101 Russell Garcia, The Professional Arranger Composer (New York: Criterion Music Corporation, 
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103 David Liebman, A Chromatic Approach to Jazz Harmony and Melody (Rottenburg, Germany: 
Advance Music, 1991), 17-52. 
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there are very few allusions to polymodality in jazz literature. Most references in print 
point to the same two jazz composers in this regard: George Russell and Dave Brubeck. 
 
Polymodality in George Russell’s Compositions 
 George Allan Russell (1923–2009) was an innovative composer, always able to 
find fresh and original ideas without losing his jazz identity. He was a pioneer in jazz 
theory, a multi-instrumentalist, a bandleader, and a scholar. His book Lydian Chromatic 
Concept of Tonal Organization (1953, 1959, 1964, 2001) contains the first original 
theoretical framework to come from within jazz. As a composer, he explored technical 
possibilities that most other jazz composers and arrangers did not.104 An example of this 
is his use of polymodality.105 Figure 1.12 shows an excerpt of the first five measures of 
George Russell’s “Miss Clara”, played between trumpet and trombone. The example is 
composed in two blues scales starting in different roots, C and Ab, and is written as a 
canon separated by a rhythmic distance of a half note.106    
Another example of Russell’s use of polymodality is illustrated in figure 1.13, 
where he uses a D minor pentatonic for the melodic line assigned to the trumpet  
 
 
                                                
 104 Concept Publishing, “About George Russell,” George Russell Homepage, accessed January 11, 
2016, http://www.georgerussell.com/gr.html. 
 
105 Polymodality signifying the simultaneity of two or more modes on different tonal centers, not 
the alternative definition included in Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization. 
 
106 Peter Ellis Kenagy, “George Russell’s Jazz Workshop: The Composer’s Style and Original 
Methods of 1956” (DMA diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2009), 81, accessed February 
9, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, http://search.proquest.com.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/ 
docview/304895096?accountid=14553. 
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Figure 1.12. Polymodality excerpt by George Russell no. 1 
 
 
(doubled by the alto sax), and an F minor pentatonic for the guitar. This excerpt pertains 
to measures 12-15 of Russell’s “Concerto for Billy the Kid.”107 
 
Figure 1.13. Polymodality excerpt by George Russell no. 2 
 
 
A more complex sample of George Russell’s polymodal technique is exemplified 
in figure 1.14. Taken from measures 18-21 of his piece “Round Johnny Rondo”, the 
excerpt contains four tonal centers: D minor pentatonic for the alto sax, G Aeolian for 
the trumpet, Eb Dorian for the guitar, and E Aeolian for piano and bass.108 
 
 
                                                
107 Ibid., 83-84. 
 
108 Ibid., 98. 
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Figure 1.14. Polymodality excerpt by George Russell no. 3 
 
 
Polymodality in Dave Brubeck’s Compositions 
 After returning from the army service in 1946, David Warren Brubeck (1920–
2012) enrolled to study with Darius Milhaud at Mills College in Oakland, California. 
Through Milhaud, Brubeck became involved with polyrhythms and polymodality, and 
they developed a friendship until Milhaud’s death in 1974. Brubeck emerged as one of 
the most significant figures in West Coast jazz of the 1950s and beyond.109 Deborah 
Mawer states, “Brubeck returned to California for more academic study, ‘determined to 
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  44 
get his still-evolving, polytonal, polyrhythm but not-bop music accepted in the jazz 
community and to make it a part of the American musical mainstream’.”110  
 Brubeck experimented with polymodality in improvisation and composition. 
“Paul Desmond remembered that Brubeck had confounded him on their first meeting 
by asking to perform the blues in G and then playing with his left hand in G and his 
right hand in Bb,” stated Mark McFarland.111 Paul Desmond also remembered, “I was 
always screaming away at the top of the horn, and Dave would be constructing 
something behind me in three keys.”112 Brubeck had a concept of polymodality that was 
less strict than previously cited composers. He masterfully exploited the gray area 
between two realms: simple polychords and the true concurrence of multiple 
tonalities.113  
Figure 1.15 shows an excerpt of “Doin’ the Charleston,” measures 5-8 from the 
ballet Glances, where Brubeck exhibits an almost pure polyphonic polymodality. The 
upper voice is composed in C Aeolian while the lower is in C Ionian. In measures 7-8, 
the lower voice presents two accidentals in order to create a descending chromatic line 
against a C pedal, which shows certain flexibility in his polymodal concept.114      
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Figure 1.15. Polymodality excerpt by Dave Brubeck no. 1 
 
  
 A more complex example of Brubeck’s polymodality is illustrated in figure 1.16. 
The excerpt pertaining to measures 23-26 of “Tritonis” shows polymodality through the 
use of arpeggiated polychords. A pedal is kept in the lower voice that repeats every 
measure formed by two triads a tritone apart: A major with an added 9th, and Eb major. 
Even though only triads are being used, both chords imply their respective Ionian 
mode. The upper voice shows sus4 chords diatonic to C Ionian in measures 23-24, and 
Bsus4 suggesting G Ionian, followed by Fmaj, Ebmaj and Bbmaj triads implying their 
respective Ionian modes in bars 25-26.115           
The excerpt shown in figure 1.17 belongs to measures 9-12 (B section) of 
Brubeck’s piece “The Duke”. Initially the title that he planned for this composition was 
“The Duke Meets Darius Milhaud and Arnold Schoenberg,” an homage to both the 
composers that were his teachers at certain point and to the influence of Duke Ellington 
in his music. The piece is written in an AAB form, where every A section represents 
Duke and Schoenberg, and the B section symbolizes Darius Milhaud. Every A section 
 
                                                
115 Ibid., 169-170. 
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Figure 1.16. Polymodality excerpt by Dave Brubeck no. 2 
 
 
contains jazz-oriented idiomatical material reminiscent of Duke Ellington in the right 
hand that mostly moves in contrary motion to a melodic line in the left hand written 
using all the aggregate in reference to Schoenberg. Section B uses polymodality in a 
very flexible manner; Brubeck constantly modulates, and at some points he even 
abandons polymodality. Brubeck reduced the name to “The Duke Meets Darius 
Milhaud” because his relationship with Schoenberg did not involved the friendship and 
admiration he felt for Milhaud, and finally on the published transcription it appeared 
only as “The Duke.”116 
 
                                                
116 Deborah Mawer, “Milhaud and Brubeck: French Classical Teacher and American Jazz 
Student,” in French Music and Jazz in Conversation: From Debussy to Brubeck (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), 256-258. 
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Figure 1.17. Polymodality excerpt by Dave Brubeck no. 3 
 
 
Polymodality in Kálmán Oláh’s Compositions 
The final example involving polymodality is included on the CD Always by 
Hungarian jazz pianist and composer Kálmán Oláh (1970–). “Polymodal Blues” is 
presented by Oláh as an homage to Béla Bartók, which explains his use of this 
technique. Figure 1.18 shows measures 1-8 of the piece, where Oláh changes from F 
Ionian to F Phrygian horizontally, and polymodality occurs contrapuntally when an 
answer in the form of a canon appears in the lower voice. The phrase ends with a 
segment of the melody in octaves before being transposed to Bb for measure 5 of the F 
blues form.117 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
117 Kálmán Oláh, “Compositions,” Kálmán Oláh Artist Web Page, last modified January 22, 2009, 
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Figure 1.18. Polymodality excerpt by Kálmán Oláh 
 
 
 As seen in the examples by Bach, Bartók, Brubeck, Hindemith, Milhaud, Oláh, 
Persichetti, Russell, and Stravinsky, polymodality happens in a wide variety of ways. It 
is no wonder then that a consensus cannot be reached on the definition and scope of 
polymodality. It is clear that each composer uses polymodality according to his own 
experiences, ideas, perceptions, and even taste. The result is that they sometimes draw 
lines in gray areas difficult to categorize.    
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Chapter 2 
Contemporary Counterpoint and Its Application to Jazz 
Antecedents 
Counterpoint is one of the most disregarded and undocumented compositional 
techniques in jazz literature. Only a few jazz books include information regarding 
polyphonic writing, and the amount of material contained in them can hardly be 
considered a method by which a musician can learn and develop this discipline. A 
reason for the lack of academic sources on this subject is the predominance of 
homophonic texture in jazz; William Russo states, “to date, most jazz has been 
homophonic; the use of counterpoint has been minimal.”118 But this was not always the 
case; the historical basis for jazz is polyphonic. The collective improvisation that was a 
central element of early jazz in New Orleans is nothing but improvised counterpoint.119 
In this respect Gerry Mulligan states 
There was kind of a general movement to do more obvious things with 
counterpoint. The contrapuntal idea had always been there. It existed in the early 
days especially with New Orleans music with each one of the lines, and each one 
of the instruments having their own function in the ensemble so that they‘re 
playing their own lines and that’s counterpoint. So, it was merely another 
application of the functions of the instruments.120 
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With the advent of the swing era, collective improvisation faded away, and with 
the arrival of bebop, the tradition of jazz composition and arranging was reduced to a 
minimum, giving way to a style grounded in improvisation. Bebop brought with it 
smaller ensembles, simpler compositions (many times contrafacts), forms, and 
arrangements, but also an elevated level of improvisation and complex tonal functional 
harmonies. Since then, the simplicity of the arrangements and the homophonic texture 
has remained almost unchanged in mainstream jazz, while at the same time the 
improvisational level has kept advancing and the harmonic and compositional content 
has become increasingly complex. This does not mean that is not possible to find 
elaborate polyphonic compositions with broader forms for small or large ensembles 
written in the last sixty years, but is more the exception than the rule. In fact, there have 
been two ways in which a small group of jazz composers have used counterpoint. First, 
in a baroque-oriented style that can present certain disadvantages, as Russo states 
Although there are great similarities between jazz and the baroque style, the two  
are not exactly transferable and the application of baroque counterpoint to jazz  
can be a disservice to both. Baroque counterpoint does not accommodate added 
tones, non-baroque melodies, and the more eccentric of the jazz rhythms. It 
forces jazz into a narrow bed; when the materials fit the music, it is not without 
charm; but when they don’t, the result is grotesque.121  
 
The second form in which jazz counterpoint has been used is in a freer manner 
that is less baroque, employing jazz vocabulary and handling the intervals with a more 
contemporary approach, especially in regard to the treatment of dissonances. Successful 
examples of baroque-oriented jazz can be found in the music of John Lewis and in Dave 
Brubeck’s early compositions. A more idiomatic and freer jazz counterpoint approach 
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can be found in the works of composers like Gerry Mulligan, Bill Holman, George 
Russell, and Jimmy Giuffre, and more recently Jim McNeely, Maria Schneider, and 
Darcy James Argue.122 Jazz literature has accurately reflected the historic evolution of 
jazz improvisation through method books on every style and technique, but the same 
cannot be said about harmony, counterpoint and composition.123 
 
Literature Review 
 From the few jazz books dealing with the topic of counterpoint, only one 
contains enough information to understand and develop contrapuntal writing from a 
true polyphonic mindset. Jazz Composition and Orchestration by William Russo is the only 
text that contains a full chapter dealing with polyphony, beginning with two-voice 
counterpoint and increasing up to four-voice counterpoint, and how to make sense of it 
in the jazz vocabulary. Russo’s book, like most counterpoint books, starts with an 
explanation of intervals, consonance and dissonance, and rhythmic and harmonic 
implications, and keeps growing in complexity as the chapter progresses. It also deals 
with special characteristics of jazz style like anticipations, chromaticisms, and rhythmic 
idiomatic details, and contains a brief explanation on how to orchestrate polyphony in a 
jazz ensemble.124   
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 Because Russo’s text focuses on tonal functional harmony derived from the 
bebop vocabulary, it cannot be completely taken into account for this chapter. 
Published in 1968, this book can hardly be considered contemporary because the 
concepts of consonance and dissonance and the style of jazz have changed significantly 
in the last thirty years. Russo’s text pertains to an era that is not the focus of the present 
study. Nevertheless, the way in which he encompasses the study of counterpoint is still 
the only legitimate effort to explain polyphonic writing from a jazz standpoint. 
 Other jazz books that mention counterpoint are: The Professional Arranger 
Composer by Russell Garcia, Arranging Concepts Complete by Richard Grove, Arranging & 
Composing for the Small Ensemble by David Baker, Jazz Arranging and Composing by 
William Dobbins, and The Complete Arranger by Samuel Nestico. A common 
characteristic between all these texts is that they focus on counterpoint from a 
homophonic perspective, even contradicting certain traditional rules of the sixteenth- or 
eighteenth-century polyphony. None of these books really explain how to write 
counterpoint; rather, they describe how to orchestrate two-voice counterpoint in a big 
band situation when arranging for two horns. 
 Russell Garcia’s book contains no explanation on what counterpoint is or how to 
achieve polyphonic writing; the chapter mentioning counterpoint includes just nine 
examples of approximately two measures each. But more important is that most of the 
examples show homophonic writing with a certain contrapuntal gesture, not real 
polyphony.125 Richard Grove starts by asserting in his book that “counterpoint is two 
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melodies played simultaneously. Although there can be a vertical relationship between 
the two voices, the most intriguing aspects are melodic and rhythmic” (a statement full 
of inaccuracies to say the least).126 He also gives a brief explanation regarding the 
rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic implications. The examples and explanations given 
are not enough to understand the real scope of polyphony; rather, Grove takes the same 
homophonic approach as Garcia and explains how to create “contrapuntal-like 
applications.”127 Most of the rules described by Grove are imprecise, and, from a 
traditional polyphonic standpoint, are arguably mistakes. 
Aside from Russo, only David Baker gives a small set of rules on how to write an 
independent second melody from a homophonic perspective as part of his chapter on 
two-voice writing. Like Grove, Baker asserts certain inaccurate concepts like: “the 
second voice is less independent than the first” (something improbable in a two-voice 
Bach invention).128 Also from a homophonic perspective, Dobbins’ book contains a very 
good example of a two-voice counterpoint over Blues for Barry (an F Bird blues 
composed by Dobbins). The example is suggested to be played by two horns or one 
horn and bass, but it does not contain an explanation on how to achieve that type of 
writing. Dobbins suggests that the reader analyze the example and learn from the 
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examination; he gives just a few remarks on certain details like chromaticisms.129 
Although Samuel Nestico’s book makes suggestions on how to orchestrate counterpoint 
for a big band, he recommends studying polyphony from the numerous existing texts in 
traditional counterpoint. Unlike the other books, Nestico gives an excellent and 
extended example for big band with three-voice counterpoint.130 
 Since the purpose of this research is oriented toward contemporary jazz 
composition through polymodality, it would not make sense to set rules that will result 
in the outlining of a predetermined harmony or how to manage chord tones and non-
chord tones like in Russo’s book. On the contrary, guidelines will be established to 
achieve polyphonic writing congruent with the sonority of contemporary jazz, where 
the resulting harmony is the outcome of the vertical alignment of the superimposed 
modalities. The primary focus in this type of polyphony is to control tension and 
distension, and to compose melodies that are not only independent but that sing by 
themselves. 
 
Jazz Counterpoint in the Mid-Twentieth Century 
As bebop came to an abrupt end, jazz musicians started to look for ways either to 
evolve from it, or to move away through a distinct and separate path. As Rosenthal 
states, “by 1950, bebop had burnt itself out as a fad and to some extent as a school of 
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jazz.”131 To generate such separation, jazz musicians started to use some of the features 
neglected or ignored by the bebop era. The size of the ensembles began to be more 
varied than in bebop, ranging from trios to orchestras, and the instrumentation became 
more diverse including instruments like flutes, oboes, clarinets, French horns, 
flugelhorns, tubas, guitars, and so on. The arrangements regained importance, and 
some musicians began to experiment with texture, moving away from the almost 
completely homophonic approach of bebop.132 Among the musicians that tried to move 
from homophony to polyphony were John Lewis, Dave Brubeck, and Gerry Mulligan. 
 
Counterpoint in Gerry Mulligan’s Compositions and Arrangements  
In 1952 Gerald “Gerry” Joseph Mulligan (1927–1996) started playing at a jazz 
club in Los Angeles called the Haig. During that time he met a lot of the best jazz 
musicians on the West Coast, including Kenneth “Red Norvo” Norville, Erroll Garner, 
Chesney “Chet” Baker, Milton “Shorty” Rogers, Foreststorn “Chico” Hamilton, Clifford 
“Bud” Shank, Keith “Red” Mitchell, Robert Whitlock, and other rising talents of the 
area. At the Haig, Mulligan created his famous pianoless quartet with Chico Hamilton 
on drums, Robert Whitlock on bass, and Chet Baker on trumpet. Mulligan’s idea of 
having a rhythm section without a chordal instrument (i.e., piano, guitar, vibraphone) 
was in part inspired by his desire to use more counterpoint. Having gained a lot of 
experience as an arranger and composer in previous projects with Stan Kenton and 
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Miles Davis, Mulligan wanted to create a counterpoint-oriented jazz group.133 His 
quartet became the first polyphonic jazz group with the contrapuntal style of 
performing that had fallen out of favor in both the swing and bebop eras. He saw 
counterpoint as a natural next step in the evolution of jazz. Being an autodidact, his 
approach to polyphony had an unschooled sound. Mulligan states that 
It seemed necessary to clean out jazz writing. We’d gone as far as we could at the 
time with five-part chords and the rest of the up-and-down approach, and I think 
the linear emphasis helped open up new possibilities. In my own work, it‘s not 
that I always give every man his own line since I seldom use more than three 
lines, but there were more moving parts in my writing than was the usual case in 
modern jazz up until then. To complement the lines, I'll sometimes take horns of 
the same timbre and use them in unison, but it is true that the main direction in 
my writing is multi-linear.134 
 
Figure 2.1 shows one of the most identifiable characteristics of Mulligan’s 
polyphonic approach to writing. Taken from a composition written for the Stan Kenton 
Orchestra, the excerpt shows measures 9-13 of “Young Blood,” where he uses 
counterpoint in a call-and-response manner. Nevertheless, there are certain moments of 
intervallic simultaneity that build the polyphony; note the parallel perfect fourths 
produced by the last two eighth notes (an unorthodox movement).135 Both melodic lines 
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are completely independent and divided between the saxophone and the trombone 
sections.136   
 
Figure 2.1. Counterpoint excerpt by Gerry Mulligan no. 1 
 
 
Figure 2.2 shows an excerpt that pertains to measures 1-4 of “Walkin’ Shoes,” 
one of the first charts that Mulligan wrote for Kenton’s orchestra. The two melodic lines 
divided between the saxophone and the brass sections are mostly independent. Chord 
symbols are provided in the passage because, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, this 
type of counterpoint is written from a homophonic perspective, meaning that there is a 
rhythm section providing harmonic background while the horns play the two melodies 
in counterpoint. Note that Mulligan exploits many sonorities and intervallic 
simultaneities uncommon in traditional counterpoint, like the parallel octaves in 
measure 3, or the tritones on the strong beats of measures 2 and 4. These types of 
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melodic details later became signature sounds of the various ensembles he led in the 
1950s.137 In regard to this composition, Mulligan states 
I remember the first thing that I wrote for him was very contrapuntal. I was  
trying to do a thing that built an ensemble sound out of unison contrapuntal  
lines and built up to a nice ensemble chorus. Stan didn‘t really like it, so he said if 
I rewrote it, he would take it. So I did. I took it and put the tune—Walkin’ 
Shoes—on the first part, and used the out chorus from the piece that was there 
[and had been rejected], and that was all right.138 
 
Figure 2.2. Counterpoint excerpt by Gerry Mulligan no. 2 
 
 
Bernice Petkere and lyricist Joseph Young wrote “Lullaby of the Leaves” in 1932 
for the Broadway revue Chamberlain Brown’s Scrap Book. The excerpt shown in figure 2.3 
pertains to Mulligan’s arrangement of this standard, which was included in a 78-rpm 
format titled Gerry Mulligan Quartet with Chet Baker, which was the quartet’s first 
recording. The disc contained Mulligan’s “Bernie‘s Tune” on the second side, and 
quickly became a bestseller in California. This passage is an example of how Mulligan 
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created three-voice counterpoint with the quartet; the trumpet played the standard 
melody, while the saxophone performed a written contrapuntal line. Meanwhile the 
bass played a line sometimes written, other times improvised. A lot of movements and 
sonorities commonly avoided in traditional polyphony were the result of this type of 
counterpoint, but at the same time it became the signature sound of his quartet.139 
 
Figure 2.3. Counterpoint excerpt by Gerry Mulligan no. 3 
 
 
Counterpoint in John Lewis’ Compositions and Arrangements 
John Lewis (1920–2001), in contrast to Mulligan, was a pianist trained in the 
classical tradition, who received a master’s degree from the Manhattan School of Music. 
He openly acknowledged the influence of Western art music and the implementation of 
classical composition techniques in his writing for the Modern Jazz Quartet. Much of 
the structural aspects in Lewis’ arrangements and compositions were derived from the 
influence of baroque counterpoint (especially cannon and fugue), and carefully 
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organized sections for improvisation. It is not unusual to hear canonical imitations 
between the piano and the vibraphone in one of his arrangements over a standard like 
“Love Walked In.” Lewis’ use of classical compositional forms and techniques aligned 
him with the movement of Gunther Schuller’s Third Stream music.140 
 One of the baroque forms that Lewis exploited the most is the fugue; he 
constantly composed fugal pieces in jazz style for his projects with the Modern Jazz 
Quartet, solo piano, the Modern Jazz Society, and other collaborations.141 Figure 2.4 
shows an excerpt that pertains to the exposition of “Little David’s Fugue” in measures 
1-9. Note that while the subject, answer, and countersubject respond to a traditional  
 
Figure 2.4. Counterpoint excerpt by John Lewis no. 1 
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baroque organization, the melodic content encompasses more jazz-oriented gestures. 
Also, intervallic analysis shows certain vertical alignments of octaves and tritones in 
places that the baroque tradition avoided. Nevertheless, compared with Mulligan, it is a 
more academic approach.142 
Another example of Lewis’ fugal writing is shown in figure 2.5. Originally 
written for the Modern Jazz Quartet, the excerpt pertains to the exposition of “Three 
Windows” in measures 1-8. The subject in the key of C minor is answered in F minor; 
note that the intervallic verticalities tend to follow the rules of baroque counterpoint 
closer than the previous example, although in measure 8 the melody loses its 
independence to be harmonized in diatonic thirds.143       
 
Figure 2.5. Counterpoint excerpt by John Lewis no. 2 
 
                                                
142 Tamika Sakayi Sterrs, “Toward a Compositional Paradigm Based on Post-Tonality, Jazz, and 
Counterpoint” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 2013), 39-45. 
 
143 Ibid. 
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Counterpoint in Dave Brubeck’s Compositions and Arrangements 
Dave Brubeck’s writing is known for indulging contrapuntal activity with Paul 
Desmond, creating the distinctive sound of his group. One of the most ambitious 
compositions that he recorded with his octet in respect to polyphony was “Fugue on 
Bop Themes.” But Brubeck’s contrapuntal work is not limited to this; his output 
includes compositions with Bach quotations such as “Fare Thee Well Annabelle” (1954), 
which quotes “Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring,” and “Because All Men Are Brothers,” which 
quotes a Bach chorale. In his later years Brubeck focused his efforts on writing Western 
art music with a jazz influence. There are many pieces in Brubeck’s repertoire that are 
known for their intersections of post-tonality, jazz, and baroque counterpoint. Among 
those compositions are: “Summit Sessions” (St. Matthew Passion), “Chromatic Fantasy 
Sonata” (Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue), and “Brandenburg Gate” (Brandenburg 
Concertos).144 
  Figure 2.6 shows an excerpt that pertains to the exposition of “Fugue on Bop 
Themes” in measures 1-16, a composition by David van Kriedt (1922–1994) arranged by 
Brubeck. Van Kriedt, apart from being the tenor saxophone player of Brubeck’s octet, 
had a long friendship with him, beginning when they both studied with Milhaud at 
Mills College. This piece was originally recorded in 1950 on a 78-rpm format for Fantasy 
records. Compared to Lewis’, this fugue’s idiomatic melodic vocabulary is more rooted 
                                                
144 Tamika Sakayi Sterrs, “Toward a Compositional Paradigm Based on Post-Tonality, Jazz, and 
Counterpoint” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 2013), 44. 
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in the jazz tradition. Nevertheless, the intervallic content and the way the subject, 
answer, and countersubject are managed are very baroque-oriented.145 
 
Figure 2.6. Counterpoint excerpt by Dave Brubeck no. 1 
 
                                                
145 Ibid. 
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The excerpt in figure 2.7 pertains to Brubeck’s composition “Chromatic Fantasy 
Sonata” from 1993. The title itself implies a merging of the baroque and classical 
traditions; it is a work in four movements: allegro molto, chorale, fugue, and chaconne. 
In the passage pertaining to the fugue, Brubeck is for the most part faithful to the 
baroque form. However, it is important to note that intervallic verticalities make use of 
dissonance in a much freer manner than in baroque-style music; Brubeck uses the 
interval concepts of twentieth-century counterpoint for this composition.146  
 
Figure 2.7. Counterpoint excerpt by Dave Brubeck no. 2 
 
 
The contrapuntal tendency started by the Modern Jazz Quartet, Gerry Mulligan, 
and Dave Brubeck during the 1950s of creating fully polyphonic jazz did not prosper. 
With the time, it slowly faded away and mainstream jazz remained homophonic in its 
                                                
146 Ibid., 289-292. 
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majority. One of the reasons for its disappearance might be that, in the case of Lewis 
and Brubeck, they chose baroque counterpoint to exploit during the twentieth century, 
when a new polyphonic trend was already developing in Western art music. In this 
respect there is a clear contradiction in the music of the Modern Jazz Quartet. Possibly 
the most modern element was its name because they were combining one of the oldest 
music traditions in Western history, the baroque, with bebop, which was already 
outdated during the fifties. This is not to say that it was not innovative and profoundly 
experimental because it clearly was, but it could hardly be considered modern in those 
days.147 Perhaps they needed to move towards a more contemporary sonority. With the 
time, Lewis realized “the intolerance of jazz in regards to the fugue style and 
simultaneously, of the error which consists of simply superimposing the musical 
language of the eighteenth century and the rhythm of the Negro-American.”148 Maybe 
Mulligan’s approach could have flourished if it was not for the fact that his quartet 
disbanded after one year, when he was jailed for drugs.149 If Brubeck and Lewis had 
taken an approach like that of twentieth-century counterpoint in Western art music, 
perhaps the trend would have persisted. 
 
 
                                                
147 In fact Kenny Clarke, the former drummer of the Modern Jazz Quartet, claimed that he left the 
band because Lewis’ arrangements were too far from jazz. Similarly, Don Byas agreed, claiming that 
neither Bach nor Mozart can ever be incorporated to jazz.  
  
148 Lucien Malson, “Jazz d’aujourd’hui: Le contrepoint rencontra le swing à New York,” Jazz 
Magazine, 40 (August-September 1958): 23-27. 
 
149 After being released from jail, he performed with the quartet again but without Chet Baker. 
Mulligan replaced him with Bob Brookmeyer but the project didn’t last. 
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Twentieth-Century Counterpoint in Western Art Music 
Historical Background 
During the twentieth century, the decline of the tonal system and the rise of post-
tonality and atonality came accompanied by a return to polyphony. From a textural 
perspective, Western art music can be divided into three epochs. The first goes from the 
early fifteenth century until the death of Bach in 1750, and is sometimes called the 
polyphonic period. The second is the epoch spanning from the Viennese classics and the 
romantic composers until about 1910, which was primarily a homophonic period where 
harmony was the dominant factor. The third is the era that encompasses the twentieth 
century and is predominantly contrapuntal. There are reasons for the prevalent 
characteristics of the three epochs.150 Both the first and second textural periods came 
into decline due to saturation. Bach’s polyphonic practice made a distinctive 
contribution to the history of counterpoint by using material that implied a harmony of 
a complexity not accepted before his time, and in the process he modified the rules of 
counterpoint so as to integrate these complexities.151 By the end of his life, baroque 
counterpoint evolved to a point where the only way to maintain musical evolution was 
with a drastic change, thus beginning the homophonic epoch. In the same manner, the 
downfall of the homophonic period came with the saturation of chromatic harmony 
that led to the birth of post-tonality and atonality, and with it the resurgence of 
                                                
150 Humphrey Searle, Twentieth Century Counterpoint: A Guide for Students (New York: John de 
Graff Inc., 1954), 2. 
 
151 Henry Cowell, New Musical Resources: With Notes and an Accompanying essay by David Nicholls 
(1930; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 36. 
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counterpoint.152 Henry Cowell states that, in this respect, “the striking fact that remains 
to be noted is that whereas progress in complexity has been in harmony uninterrupted, 
in counterpoint, practically all such development ceased with the completion of Bach’s 
own work.”153 He also notes that “it is interesting to observe that polyphonic progress is 
being resumed, after resting almost entirely since the time of Bach.”154 
 
Characteristics 
Twentieth-century counterpoint, also called linear counterpoint, brought with 
it—like the two previous textural epochs—changes in the harmonic, rhythmic, and 
idiomatic concepts.155 It is enough to say that by the early 1900s composers as distinct as 
Bartók, Busoni, Schoenberg, and Stravinsky were freely using all twelve notes of the 
chromatic scale, and Schoenberg had even gone so far as to abandon tonality 
completely. As diverse as these composers are, twentieth-century contrapuntal writing 
displays so many methods and systems that it would appear impracticable to find any 
common factor between them. Thus, to give some general rules that encompass all 
                                                
152 Although it is possible to find pieces with chordal accompaniment composed by Purcell, 
Handel, and Bach, and contrapuntal writing in the music of Mozart, Beethoven, and Brahms, it is clear 
that the general outlook of the first epoch was polyphonic and the second one homophonic.   
 
153 Henry Cowell, New Musical Resources: With Notes and an Accompanying essay by David Nicholls 
(1930; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 37-38. 
 
154 Ibid., 42. 
 
155 Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Linear counterpoint,” accessed February 19, 2016, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t237/e6135. 
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twentieth-century counterpoint is impossible, but clear polyphonic trends can be 
identified.156 Humphrey Searle states 
We get composers who spice up normal diatonic writing with a skillful use of 
dissonance, like Stravinsky, those who go in for polytonality, like Milhaud, those 
who use peculiar scales derived from folk music, like Bartók, and those, like 
Schoenberg and Hindemith, who have invented their own systems of 
composition and laid down rules which are chiefly followed by their own 
disciples. These are the main tendencies in contemporary music; but there are 
many others, and many composers borrow ideas from each or all of the methods 
outlined above. Yet no one would seriously pretend that there are no rules at all; 
composers must instinctively feel what sounds good and what bad.157  
 
One of the most important aspects of twentieth-century polyphonic writing is the 
concept of dissonance and how intervals are handled. During this period composers 
introduced passages of dissonant effect distinctly more radical than those of Bach. In 
this regard Henry Cowell writes, “the most significant of these conditions is that 
dissonance is felt to rely on consonance for resolution,”158 and also remarks “an 
examination in fact would reveal that all the rules of Bach would seem to have been 
reversed.”159 He observes:  
The first and last chords would be now not consonant, but dissonant; and  
although consonant chords were admitted, it would be found that conditions 
were in turn applied to them, on the basis of the essential legitimacy of 
dissonances as independent intervals. In this system major sevenths and minor 
seconds and ninths would be the foundation intervals; major seconds and ninths, 
diminished fifths, and minor sevenths might be used as alternatives; all thirds, 
                                                
156 Humphrey Searle, Twentieth Century Counterpoint: A Guide for Students (New York: John de 
Graff Inc., 1954), 5. 
 
157 Ibid., 1. 
 
158 Henry Cowell, New Musical Resources: With Notes and an Accompanying essay by David Nicholls 
(1930; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 37. 
 
159 Ibid., 39. 
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fourths, fifths, and sixths would only be permitted as passing or auxiliary 
notes.160 
 
Cowell’s assertion would seem logical, but a closer analysis of the contrapuntal 
procedures of representative composers will prove that it is simplistic to think that 
reversing Bach’s polyphonic rules will explain twentieth-century counterpoint. 
 
Analysis of Excerpts of Representative Composers 
 In 1930 Igor Stravinsky wrote Symphony of Psalms, which he intended to be of 
great contrapuntal development. Three movements comprise the work, each one 
including some polyphonic writing. Undoubtedly the second movement, set as a 
double fugue, is the most highly contrapuntal. Figure 2.8 shows an excerpt that pertains 
to the exposition of the second movement of Symphony of Psalms in measures 1-19. 
Although some scholars argue that the formal aspects of this movement are not strictly 
fugal, the exposition follows the traditional procedure of a fugue.161 The four subject 
entries are spaced evenly with the exception of the third one, which appears two 
measures later. The first answer appears in the dominant key accompanied by the 
countersubject in measures 6–10, and followed by two measures of new material, 
developed motivically from the last two bars of the subject. In measure 13 the second 
answer appears in the original key with a variation of the countersubject on flute 1, and 
new contrapuntal material on the oboe. Finally the third answer is exposed in measure 
18, again in the dominant key with the countersubject appearing in flute 2 and free 
                                                
160 Ibid. 
 
161 The second subject and countersubject are not shown in the excerpt as the choir exposes these 
later. The second subject is what makes this movement a double fugue. 
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Figure 2.8. Counterpoint excerpt by Igor Stravinsky no. 1 
 
 
  71 
contrapuntal material on the other two voices. A very important melodic feature of the 
subject is the amount of intervallic leaps, giving the line a dissonant characteristic by 
itself.162 
A closer look at the intervallic verticalities of measures 6–10 shows Stravinsky’s 
use of dissonant intervals. Figure 2.9 illustrates the extensive use of tritones on both 
weak and strong beats, perfect fourths, major seconds, and minor and major sevenths, 
all of which are frequently avoided or reduced to a minimum in traditional polyphony. 
 
Figure 2.9. Counterpoint excerpt by Igor Stravinsky no. 2 
 
 
Perhaps one of the composers of the early 1900s that made the most extensive 
and free use of dissonances in polyphony is Béla Bartók. He represents a unique 
phenomenon because it is difficult to describe him as primarily a homophonic or a 
polyphonic composer. His use of both methods of writing can be found individually 
and combined in his repertoire. The excerpt shown in figure 2.10 pertains to measures 
13-16 of the third movement of Nine Little Pieces for Piano, where he shows a constant 
                                                
162 Robert Taylor, “An Examination of Stravinsky’s Fugal Writing in the Second Movement of 
‘Symphony of Psalms,’” The Choral Journal 36, no. 3 (October 1995): 17-20, accessed February 6, 2016, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23550382. 
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use of some of the tensest sounding intervals in vertical alignment, either rhythmically 
attacked or concealed. Aside from the constant use of minor seconds, major sevenths, 
and tritones, the excerpt, although it cannot be called atonal, is so chromatic that there is 
little sense of key, and is definitively a post-tonal piece.163   
 
Figure 2.10. Counterpoint excerpt by Béla Bartók 
 
 
 In 1908 Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951) composed his first piece that is 
considered atonal, at the time when he raised the idea of the “emancipation of the 
dissonance” and the dethronement of tonality. This phase spanned from 1908 to 1923, 
until he made public his twelve-tone technique. Figure 2.11 shows an excerpt pertaining 
to measures 26-29 of Schoenberg’s Three Piano Pieces Op. 11, No. 1, where he writes a 
three-voice counterpoint. Schoenberg’s atonal writing was profoundly based on 
polyphonic procedures as became obvious with dodecaphony; a big part of his method 
was based on the baroque techniques of inversion, retrograde, and retrograde-
inversion. The passage makes free use of chromaticism with the traditional devices of 
                                                
163 Humphrey Searle, Twentieth Century Counterpoint: A Guide for Students (New York: John de 
Graff Inc., 1954), 44. 
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repetition and imitation. Vertical intervals are mostly concealed, and have an even 
distribution between consonance and dissonance.164 
 
Figure 2.11. Counterpoint excerpt by Arnold Schoenberg 
 
 
Many composers rapidly adopted the twelve-tone method as developed by 
Schoenberg. In 1938 Ernst Krenek (1900–1991) composed the work Twelve Short Piano 
Pieces Op. 83, with the twelve-tone method. The excerpt shown in figure 2.12 
corresponds to measures 1-4 of “Dancing Toys,” the first movement of this work. The 
row (P-0) used for this piece is: C – A – E – F – Gb – G – Eb – Bb – Db – Ab – B – D. Note 
that the excerpt is composed with P-5. Figure 2.13 show the contrapuntal verticalities 
                                                
164 Ibid., 71-75. 
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displaying an even balance of consonant and dissonant intervals almost completely 
concealed.165 
 
Figure 2.12. Counterpoint excerpt by Ernst Krenek no. 1 
 
 
Figure 2.13. Counterpoint excerpt by Ernst Krenek no. 2 
 
 
 As demonstrated in the previous examples, counterpoint in the twentieth 
century took many forms. Some composers, like Stravinsky who was a fairly tonal 
composer throughout much of his career, achieved dissonance in the melodic 
construction of the themes, while contrapuntally the intervallic content was kept 
                                                
165 Leon Dallin, “The Twelve-Tone Method,” in Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A 
Guide to the Materials of Modern Music, 3rd ed. (Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown Company Publishers, 1974), 
189-192. 
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considerably traditional. Others, like Bartók, achieved high levels of dissonance through 
the combination of tense-sounding intervals in counterpoint and nontraditional scales. 
Atonal composers based tension on the construction of the row, but contrapuntally they 
showed an even balance of consonant and dissonant intervals. Perhaps the only 
common factor between all these composers is that they do not handle dissonance in the 
traditional manner, as in the baroque or classical periods. This freer use of intervallic 
dissonances in counterpoint influenced jazz composers of a later epoch.    
 
Jazz Counterpoint in the Late Twentieth and Twenty-First Centuries 
Since the 1950s the world of jazz has not seen another effort for creating fully 
polyphonic jazz as in the Modern Jazz Quartet, Dave Brubeck’s early period, and the 
Gerry Mulligan Quartet. Homophonic texture still remains as the principal form of 
writing in jazz, either for small or large ensembles. However, that does not mean that it 
is impossible to find contrapuntal writing in contemporary jazz—especially in large 
ensembles—although most of the time is done in a homophonic context and not as a 
purely polyphonic style. Among the composers and arrangers that have used a 
considerable amount of contrapuntal writing during the late twentieth century are Bob 
Brookmeyer, William Warfield, Jim McNeely, and Bob Mintzer, and Maria Schneider 
and Darcy James Argue in the twenty-first century.166  
 
                                                
166 Although there has not been a movement that extended the efforts of Dave Brubeck, Gerry 
Mulligan’s Quartet, and the Modern Jazz Quartet from a polyphonic standpoint, it can be stated that the 
music of Brookmeyer, Schneider, and Argue is an evolution of Third Stream Music as developed by 
Schuller and Lewis. 
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Counterpoint in Dave Holland’s Compositions 
Contrapuntal writing for small ensembles is less common than for jazz 
orchestras; the ideals of Mulligan have not been followed. Nevertheless, Dave Holland 
(1946–) sometimes composes with a polyphonic orientation for his quartet, quintet, or 
octet. Figure 2.14 shows an excerpt of the tune “Conference of the Birds” from his 1973 
album of the same name. The piece, originally recorded with double bass and three 
flutes, shows a simple contrapuntal writing. There is no great independence of voices—
especially rhythmically—but it is enough to be considered polyphony. The intervallic 
verticalities are conservative and tonal; consonance is the norm in this piece.167     
 
Figure 2.14. Counterpoint excerpt by Dave Holland 
 
 
                                                
167 Dave Holland, “Lojac,” Dave Holland Artist Web Page, last modified 2016, accessed February 
13, 2016, http://daveholland.com/lojac. 
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Counterpoint in Maria Schneider’s Compositions 
One of the most representative jazz composers of the twenty-first century is 
Maria Schneider (1960–). A former pupil of Bob Brookmeyer and an assistant of Gil 
Evans, Schneider developed her career in the late twentieth century, but her most 
successful period definitely started in the 2000s. Schneider uses a style that is difficult to 
classify, is anything but traditional, and revolutionized the sound of contemporary jazz. 
Her music contains rhythmic influences from different parts of the world in addition to 
harmonic colors ranging from tonal, post-tonal, and modal. Another important aspect 
of her music is the texture; she uses homophony, polyphony, and a mixture of both.168 
Figure 2.15 shows an excerpt of the composition “Bulería, Soleá y Rumba” 
included in her 2004 album Concert in the Garden, measures 3-6. This passage shows a 
two-voice counterpoint where the alto flute and the piano double the higher voice, 
while the bass clarinet and the guitar double the lower one. The interval verticalities are 
very similar to the examples of twentieth-century Western art music shown previously 
  
Figure 2.15. Counterpoint excerpt by Maria Schneider no. 1 
 
                                                
168 Elizabeth McKinney, “Maria Schneider’s ‘Hang Gliding’: Dual Analyses for a Hybrid Musical 
Style” (Master Thesis, Duquesne University, 2008), 2-6, accessed February 15, 2015, ProQuest 
Dissertations and Theses, http://search.proquest.com.proxy2.library.illinois.edu/docview/304637688? 
accountid=14553. 
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in this chapter, and both melodic lines show a complete independence.169 
Figure 2.16 shows another passage by Schneider, measures 39-42 from the first 
movement of her suite Three Romances, entitled “Choro Dançado,” also included in her 
album Concert in the Garden. The passage shows a three-voice counterpoint orchestrated 
between instrumental sections while the rest of the orchestra provides homophonic 
accompaniment to create a mixed texture. The three melodies demonstrate complete 
independence and the intervallic content shows an even balance between consonance 
and dissonance. 
 
Figure 2.16. Counterpoint excerpt by Maria Schneider no. 2 
 
 
Counterpoint in Jim McNeely’s Compositions 
Another jazz composer heavily influenced by Bob Brookmeyer is Jim McNeely 
(1949–). A renowned pianist, McNeely cultivated a reputation as an arranger and 
composer in the late 1970s, but his most successful period stretches from the mid-
                                                
169 Maria Schneider, “Discography,” Maria Schneider Artist Web Page, last modified February 26, 
2016, accessed February 9, 2016, http://www.mariaschneider.com/discography.aspx. 
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eighties to the present. Figure 2.17 shows measures 37-44 of McNeely’s “Ad 
Parnassum,” included on the 2006 album Swiss Jazz Orchestra and Jim McNeely. The title 
of the piece is a clear reference to the 1932 painting of the same name by Paul Klee.170 
The passage shows a two-voice counterpoint where the upper melody is played by the 
soprano saxophone and two of the trumpets, while the lower voice is performed by the 
tenor saxophone and two trombones. This occurs while the rhythm section provides 
homophonic accompaniment to create a mixed texture; the melodies are completely 
independent and the interval verticalities are homogeneous to the previous examples 
by Schneider.  
 
Figure 2.17. Counterpoint excerpt by Jim McNeely 
 
 
 
                                                
170 Jim McNeely, “Bio,” Jim McNeely Artist Web Page, last modified 2016, accessed February 11, 
2016, http://www.jim-mcneely.com/home.html. 
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Counterpoint in Darcy James Argue’s Compositions 
Darcy James Argue (1975–) made his mark with his 2009 debut album Infernal 
Machines. With his two critically acclaimed albums, Argue is one of the composers and 
arrangers that more recently achieved international recognition. His music brings a new 
sound to jazz, taking influences from different cultures; his orchestral distribution 
differs from the traditional big band; and the textures provide a sound not comparable 
to other jazz orchestras. Figure 2.18 shows a contrapuntal excerpt of “Zeno,” measures 
31-34, included in the album Infernal Machines. The passage contains two independent 
melodies with an even distribution of consonance and dissonance, while the rhythm 
section, plus the trombones, provides homophonic accompaniment creating a mixed 
texture.171 
 
Figure 2.18. Counterpoint excerpt by Darcy James Argue no. 1 
 
 
Argue’s 2013 album Brooklyn Babylon is a critically acclaimed work consisting of 
seventeen movements. Co-created with graphic novelist and illustrator Danijel Zezelj, 
the multi-movement piece is presented as a multimedia work. Live music, live painting, 
                                                
171 Darcy James Argue, “About,” Darcy James Argue’s Secret Society, Last modified January 31, 
2016, accessed February 12, 2016, http://www.secretsocietymusic.org/intro/#&panel1-1. 
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and projected animation combine to tell the tale of the construction of the tallest tower 
in the world in a future Brooklyn.172  
Figure 2.19 shows an excerpt pertaining to the first movement of this piece titled 
“Prologue,” measures 135-140. The passage shows a two-voice counterpoint that creates 
a mixed texture with the homophonic accompaniment provided by the rhythm section 
(except the piano) added to the trombones and the flugelhorns. From a contrapuntal 
perspective the lower melody is very simple, but represents the main theme of the 
movement and has a lot of character and strength. The upper melody is completely 
independent and creates an intervallic vertical alignment with many consonances and a 
few dissonances.     
 
Figure 2.19. Counterpoint excerpt by Darcy James Argue no. 2 
 
 
                                                
172 Ibid. 
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Figure 2.20 is an excerpt of measures 150-157 of “The Neighborhood,” the second 
movement of Brooklyn Babylon. The passage contains a four-voice counterpoint played 
by the woodwind section. Contrapuntally, the two middle voices are not very 
independent, but the other two are creating a sensation of melodic movement and   
 
Figure 2.20. Counterpoint excerpt by Darcy James Argue no. 3 
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polyphonic independence. From the intervallic perspective, there are more dissonances 
that in the previous Argue examples. This movement also creates a mixed texture 
because the trumpet section plays a homophonic answer to the contrapuntal passage 
with no rhythm section. 
The contrapuntal tendencies of the late twentieth and the twenty-first centuries 
in jazz show a strong influence in most cases from the Western art music polyphony of 
the 1900s. The freedom in the use of dissonances, the lack of preparation and resolution 
of tense intervals, and the melodic independence of each voice resembles the work of 
composers like Stravinsky, Bartók, and Hindemith. Nevertheless, it is important to 
point out that the tendency in the twenty-first century jazz polyphony is to create mixed 
textures; a homophonic accompaniment is always included in one way or another. 
There is no project in mainstream jazz today that parallels the efforts of the Gerry 
Mulligan Quartet or the Modern Jazz Quartet to create fully polyphonic jazz. 
 
Contrapuntal Considerations for Contemporary Jazz 
In order to create counterpoint for contemporary jazz, it is important to realize 
that polyphony in its most basic concept deals with only three elements since its 
beginnings in the twelfth century: intervals, movements, and rhythmic ratio. Those 
three components rule the relationship between the two, or more, melodies creating the 
counterpoint.173 Consequently, it is necessary to understand how to apply those three 
                                                
173 Before embarking on the study of counterpoint for contemporary jazz it is essential that the 
composer has a thorough knowledge of the sixteenth and eighteenth century polyphony. Also a deep 
knowledge of common practice period harmony, at least until Wagner’s epoch, aside from jazz harmony. 
  84 
parameters in a way that produces a sound homogeneous with contemporary jazz.174 
Another element that needs special attention is the melodic construction, because 
monophony is the basis for any polyphony.  
 
Melodic Considerations 
Since the objective of this research is to use counterpoint as a means to achieve 
polymodality in jazz, the melodies need to be diatonic to a chosen mode.175 But aside 
from that, the melodic contour and gestures must contain legitimate idiomatic jazz 
elements. The modal and contemporary mainstream jazz repertoire contains a lot of 
examples of completely diatonic melodies with jazz vocabulary. Figure 2.21 shows 
measures 1-4 of the tune “Boplicity,” composed by Miles Davis (1926–1991) and Gil 
Evans (1912–1988), included in the album Birth of the Cool, which is diatonic to F Ionian. 
 
Figure 2.21. Modal melodic excerpt by Miles Davis-Gil Evans 
 
 
Figure 2.22 shows measures 1-7 of Pat Metheny’s (1954–) composition “Bright 
Size Life” included in his 1976 debut album of the same name. The passage is 
completely diatonic to D Ionian. 
                                                
174 It is to be understood that the elements of intervals, rhythmic ratio, and movements, vary 
considerably between sixteen, eighteen, and twentieth century counterpoint. Thus, establishing an 
appropriate way for these three elements to fit contemporary jazz sound is of utmost importance. 
 
175 See Chapter 1. 
  85 
Figure 2.22. Modal melodic excerpt by Pat Metheny 
 
 
The passage shown in figure 2.23 shows measures 9-12 of the composition 
“Gush,” from Maria Schneider’s 1994 debut album Evanescence. The excerpt is diatonic 
to A Ionian. 
 
Figure 2.23. Modal melodic excerpt by Maria Schneider 
 
 
Intervallic Considerations 
Perhaps the element of counterpoint that has changed the most, or needs the 
biggest adaptation, is the interval treatment because it controls the levels and concepts 
of consonance and dissonance. These theories always change with the times, as Cowell 
states, “the development . . . has since the time of Bach gone so far in the direction of 
dissonance that effects that were in his time regarded as dissonant tend to be now 
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accepted as essentially consonant.”176 Contemporary jazz is not the exception, what was 
dissonant during the swing era might be considered consonant nowadays. For that 
reason the criteria for selecting intervals with a polyphonic end must be encompassed 
in the sonority of each respective era. Henry Cowell states  
Turning now to the history of counterpoint as a distinct musical development, 
we can say that at every stage of increasing complexity of counterpoint, the rules 
governing choice of intervals grew out of the currently accepted, although 
sometimes unconscious, harmonic principles of the time. The rules were 
successively modified, therefore, with the developing progress of harmonic 
conceptions in successive epochs. Thus the so-called “free” counterpoint taught 
today differs from “strict” counterpoint, as strict counterpoint differs from still 
earlier practice.177 
 
The sound of contemporary music even poses a dilemma regarding this terminology: 
Can an interval be called dissonant in a tense-sounding harmonic or polyphonic 
context? 
 
Classification of Intervals 
Consonance and Dissonance Versus Tension and Distension 
One of the main principles ruling the polyphonic writing of any music period is 
the concept of consonance and dissonance as applied to the intervals (i.e., the vertical 
intervallic alignment also called harmonic intervals). From a traditional perspective, 
there are two types of interval classification mostly accepted: aesthetic and functional. 
Aesthetic classification started in Greek antiquity and is the most subjective because it 
conceives consonant intervals as satisfying, stable, or pleasant, and dissonant intervals as 
                                                
176 Henry Cowell, New Musical Resources: With Notes and an Accompanying essay by David Nicholls 
(1930; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 39. 
 
177 Ibid., 36. 
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disagreeable, unstable, or shocking. Obviously, these concepts largely depend on style, 
historical period, and individual taste, but above all it does not touch the core of the 
problem of interval classification which is: Why is an interval considered consonant or 
dissonant?178 
The functional classification states that an interval is dissonant or consonant 
according to whether it requires resolution or not. The rules for functional classification 
have been established within the harmonic framework of the common practice period, 
which also brings subjectivity. This is due to the fact that the same interval, depending 
on the harmonic function of the chord where it occurs, may or may not require a 
resolution, and may therefore be dissonant in one context and consonant in another.179 
According to Paul Hindemith, “the two concepts [consonance and dissonance] have 
never been completely explained, and for a thousand years the definitions have 
varied.”180 Depending on the author and historic period the classification of intervals 
change, and many discrepancies and incongruences arise. Table 2.1 shows the 
classification commonly found in most counterpoint books available nowadays.181 
Among the most common inconsistencies found in interval classification of 
consonance and dissonance are the categories of the perfect fourth and major second, 
and the categorization of augmented intervals. Besides that, there are certain aspects 
                                                
178 Mieczyslaw Kolinski, “Consonance and Dissonance,” Ethnomusicology 6 no. 2 (May 1962): 66-
68, accessed December 07, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/924667. 
 
179 Ibid. 
 
180 Paul Hindemith, “Significance of the Intervals,” in The Craft of Musical Composition: Theory, 
vol.1, trans. Arthur Mendel, 4th ed. (1942; New York: Schoot, 1970), 85. 
 
181 Kent Kennan, Counterpoint: Based on Eighteenth-Century Practice, 4th ed. (1959. Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall, 1999), 31. 
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Table 2.1. Classification of intervals by consonance and dissonance 
Perfect consonance Imperfect consonance Dissonance 
   
Perfect unison Major third  Perfect fourth 
Perfect octave Minor third Major second 
Perfect fifth  Major sixth  Minor second 
 Minor sixth Minor seventh 
  Major seventh 
  Tritone 
 
that remain unmentioned in most counterpoint books like the consideration of 
compound intervals, the influence of register, dynamics, timbre, rhythmic alignment, 
tempo, and note-length, which also affect consonance and dissonance. In this regard 
Norman Cazden states that 
The contradictions arising from such initially static formulations may be 
exemplified in the many valiant but unconvincing attempts by theorists to justify 
the observed preference, in the relevant traditional praxis, of the >>imperfectly 
consonant<< thirds over the >>perfectly consonant<< fifths . . . to account for the 
seemingly irrelevant if wise proscription of small >>consonant<< intervals in a 
deep bass register; and of course, to explain away the undeniable sensuous 
beauty of numerous usages in twentieth century styles which the older music 
theory would perforce exclude as horrendously >>dissonant.<<182 
 
In this same regard Hindemith states that “at first thirds were dissonant; later they 
became consonant. A distinction was made between perfect and imperfect 
consonances.”183  
The inconsistency in the classification of the perfect fourth relies on the fact that 
some authors consider it consonant, especially in the context of quartal harmony. 
                                                
182 Norman Cazden, “The Definition of Consonance and Dissonance,” International Review of the 
Aesthetics and Sociology of Music 10, no. 2 (December 1980): 124, accessed December 02, 2015, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/836494. 
 
183 Paul Hindemith, “Significance of the Intervals,” in The Craft of Musical Composition: Theory, 
vol.1, trans. Arthur Mendel, 4th ed. (1942; New York: Schoot, 1970), 85. 
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Furthermore, it is incongruent that a minor third and its inverted interval (major sixth) 
are both considered imperfect consonances, while a perfect fourth is considered 
dissonant but its inversion, the perfect fifth, is treated as a perfect consonance. In the 
case of the major second Kolinski states that  
some medieval theorists conferred to the major second and minor seventh a 
higher degree of consonance than to the thirds and sixths, and to the minor third 
and major sixth a higher degree of consonance than to the major third and minor 
sixth. For example, Guido of Arezzo considered the major second as more 
consonant than the minor third, De Garlandia the minor seventh as more 
consonant than the minor sixth, Tunstede the major sixth as more consonant than 
the minor one.184 
 
Another untenable argument is that an augmented interval is more dissonant than its 
enharmonic one. Most texts consider, for example, a minor third consonant while an 
augmented second is considered dissonant, as if semantics can change the sound of an 
interval.185    
All these inconsistencies occur because the concepts behind consonance and 
dissonance were conceived in historic periods in which acoustical science was not 
developed. When humans were finally able to measure sound and vibration accurately, 
and separate it in frequency, period, wavelength, and amplitude, these concepts started 
to be challenged.186 Even the terminology itself began to be questioned because 
etymologically, consonance and dissonance mean concordant and discordant 
                                                
184 Mieczyslaw Kolinski, “Consonance and Dissonance,” Ethnomusicology 6 no. 2 (May 1962): 68-
69, accessed December 07, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/924667. 
 
185 Most of these changes took place before the fifteenth century, and for a period of around five 
hundred years after that until the nineteenth century, composers remained in agreement about consonant 
intervals. See: Felix Salzer and Carl Schachter, Counterpoint in Composition: The Study of Voice Leading (New 
York: McGraw-Hill, Inc., 1969), 12-14. 
 
186 Daniel M. Thompson, Understanding Audio: Getting the Most Out of Your Project or Professional 
Recording Studio (Boston, MA: Berklee Press, 2005), 92-109. 
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respectively.187 According to this, a minor second is discordant if sounded over a major 
triad, but is concordant if used in a Schoenbergian composition; therefore, should the 
minor second be considered consonant or dissonant? Moreover, it is difficult to indicate 
an exact point where the consonances stop and the dissonances begin. For these reasons 
a terminology that is a better descriptor for intervals is tension and distension. The 
advantage of these terms is that subjectivity is eliminated because an interval’s tension 
is only compared to the other intervals, in that way the musical context, historic period, 
style, and individual taste are not taken into account for its classification. Even more, 
Hindemith states that “no point can be determined at which ‘consonance’ passes over 
into ‘dissonance.’”188 With tension and distension, intervals gradually become tenser or 
distenser, and finding an exact boundary where the change occurs is not expected. 
 
Interval Classification in Tension and Distension 
 In order to have an accurate classification of intervals in terms of tension and 
distension, there are several aspects that need to be considered. Tension is created when 
two notes clash against each other, and this conflict is created by several causes. In 
simple terms, each note creates a sound wave that moves at a given frequency 
(measured in Hertz). Each frequency wave has a peak, the distance between peaks 
determines the frequency of the wave, and the height of the peak is called amplitude. 
                                                
187 Arnold Whittall, “Consonance and Dissonance,” In The Oxford Companion to Music, Oxford 
Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed February 1, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/ 
subscriber/article/opr/t114/e1581. 
 
188 Paul Hindemith, “Significance of the Intervals,” in The Craft of Musical Composition: Theory, 
vol.1, trans. Arthur Mendel, 4th ed. (1942; New York: Schoot, 1970), 85. 
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High notes create sound waves with a narrower distance between peaks as compared to 
low pitches. Thus, higher numbers (in Hertz) represent high pitches, and the opposite 
for low notes (e.g., C4=261.63Hz while C1=32.703Hz).189 When two notes are played at 
the same time, the sound waves produced by both pitches react against each other in 
different ways depending on the frequency, register, and dynamics. When the two 
waves move in similar patterns, the sound of the interval is distense. If the waves move 
in dissimilar manners, the resulting interval sounds tense.190 Table 2.2 shows an ordered  
 
Table 2.2. Classification by tension and distension of simple intervals 
Distense Interval 
  
 Unison 
 Octave 
 Perfect fifth 
 Perfect fourth 
 Minor sixth  
 Major third 
 Major sixth  
 Minor third 
 Minor seventh  
 Major second 
 Tritone 
 Major seventh 
 Minor second 
  
  Tense  
                                                
189 It is not by any means the focus of the present research to delve into the field of 
psychoacoustics, but it is important to have at least a basic understanding of how the two notes forming 
an interval affect each other. See: Daniel M. Thompson, Understanding Audio: Getting the Most Out of Your 
Project or Professional Recording Studio (Boston, MA: Berklee Press, 2005). 
 
190 The explanation is indeed much more complex, but it is not the focus of this study. In an 
octave interval, the higher note has a frequency wave of exactly twice the Hertz of the lower (ratio 2:1), so 
both waves move in similar patterns. Depending on the interval, the ratio will vary: 3:1, 5:1, etc., and 
create dissimilar wave movements. 
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list of simple intervals arranged from the perfectly distense (unison) to the tensest. The 
names used to label the intervals are the most common ones, but it is to be understood 
that each name also represent its enharmonic versions (e.g., minor third = aug. second). 
 
Registral Considerations 
Another element that is commonly ignored in the traditional classification of 
consonance and dissonance is the difference between simple and compound intervals. 
Most texts handle both types of intervals in the same manner; that is, a minor second is 
treated in the same way as a minor ninth. But the reality is that the sound waves of a 
minor second clash more than the ones of a minor ninth because of the distance in 
register, and tension and distension are therefore affected. Table 2.3 shows the order of 
compound intervals by tension and distension. 
 
Table 2.3. Classification by tension and distension of compound intervals 
Distense Interval 
  
 Perfect twelfth  
 Perfect eleventh  
 Minor thirteen 
 Major tenth  
 Major thirteen  
 Minor tenth 
 Minor fourteenth  
 Major ninth 
 Augmented eleventh/diminished twelfth  
 Major fourteenth 
 Minor ninth 
  
  Tense  
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Register is another of the elements frequently disregarded in the classification of 
intervals in most counterpoint books, but as shown in the previous paragraph, it 
directly affects the levels of tension and distension. Compound intervals with two or 
more octaves of separation will result in less tension than the ones shown in table 2.3 
due to the distance between sound waves; more spacing furthers the distension.  
 
Table 2.4. Classification by tension and distension of simple and compound intervals 
Distense Interval 
  
 Unison 
 Octave 
 Perfect twelfth 
 Perfect fifth 
 Perfect eleventh 
 Perfect fourth 
 Major thirteen 
 Minor sixth  
 Major tenth 
 Major third 
 Major thirteen 
 Major sixth  
 Minor tenth 
 Minor third 
 Minor fourteenth 
 Minor seventh  
 Major ninth 
 Major second 
 Augmented eleventh/diminished twelfth 
 Tritone 
 Major fourteenth 
 Major seventh 
 Minor ninth 
 Minor second 
  
  Tense  
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Table 2.4 shows the classification by tension and distension of simple and compound 
intervals. 
The separation of octaves is not the only way in which register affects the level of 
tension and distension of an interval. Another overlooked aspect is the register of the 
interval itself. For example, a major third in a high register does not share the same level 
of distension as the same interval in a deep bass register, regardless of whether or not it 
is built on the same root (e.g., C6-E6 compared to C1-E1). This is because lower pitches 
generate broader frequency waves that clash more than high pitches. In that way a 
minor second is tenser in a low register than in a higher one. It would be impractical to 
attempt to write the levels of tension and distension according to register because the 
possibilities are too vast, but the composer should keep this in mind. 
 
Dynamics and Instrumental Considerations 
The elements described in the preceding section are not the only factors that alter 
sound waves and thus, tension and distension. Dynamics are very important in 
controlling the amplitude of a sound wave. Loud notes create waves with bigger 
amplitude than softer pitches, and broader amplitudes clash more than smaller ones. 
Consequently a loud interval is tenser than the same notes being played softly. It is 
important to note that dynamics do not alter the frequency of the wave. 
From an orchestrational perspective, if an interval is played in only one 
instrument, it is very different than if it is played in two distinct ones because the 
instrumental timbre affects tension and distension. The individual timbre of each 
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instrument differs in loudness, attack, and decay, among other elements.191 Each 
timbre’s frequency has a different loudness and thus, its sound waves clash against 
each other in different manners. Therefore tension and distension will differ depending 
on what instruments are playing the interval. It is of utmost importance that the 
composer considers this when writing polyphony because two instruments of 
conflicting timbres in a particular register can make a unison sound tenser than an 
octave, or can annul the sound of one of the instruments. 
 
Rhythmic Considerations 
The last aspect to consider in the control of tension and distension in intervals is 
the rhythmic element, which can be divided into two parts: the attack and the 
positioning inside the measure. An interval in which both notes attack at the same time 
(harmonic interval) produces more tension than the same interval with a rhythmic 
separation of the pitches (concealed interval).192 Wider rhythmic separations bring more 
distension to the interval because when the second sound wave attacks, the first one has 
already lost some strength.193 The positioning inside the measure does not change the 
tension and distension in an interval per se, rather it alters its perception. Intervals 
                                                
191 The instrumental timbre is formed by many elements like a fundamental frequency, a 
dominant frequency, overtones (which may include harmonics and partials), in certain cases there might 
be subharmonics, envelope, attack and decay. See: Daniel M. Thompson, Understanding Audio: Getting the 
Most Out of Your Project or Professional Recording Studio (Boston, MA: Berklee Press, 2005). 
 
192 The use of octaves attacked rhythmically is suggested to be maintained to a minimum. If 
possible, limit them to the beginning or end of phrases because it is such a distense interval that is 
perceived as one voice disappearing. Concealed octaves are a better option. 
 
193 Another aspect that influences this part is the orchestration. Instruments with long decay are 
less affected by rhythmic separation than ones with short decay. 
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positioned in strong beats (that is, periodical oscillations of intensity) of a given 
measure tend to be perceived as more dissonant than if located in weak beats because 
they stand out more.194 
 
Types of Motion Between Voices 
 The motion linking one interval to another has four possible classifications: 
parallel, similar, oblique, and contrary. In parallel motion both parts move in the same 
direction, either upward or downward, with the exact same interval (e.g., from a major 
second to another major second, not from a major third to a minor third).195 Similar 
motion is when an interval moves either ascending or descending to a different one (but 
not by identical intervals). In oblique motion one voice remains on the same note (either 
rhythmically attacked or tied) while the other moves in either direction. Finally, 
contrary motion is when the two parts move in opposite directions. Figure 2.24 shows 
an example of each of the intervallic movements.196 
 
Figure 2.24. Parallel, similar, oblique, and contrary motion 
 
     Parallel          Similar           Oblique           Contrary 
 
                                                
194 Mieczyslaw Kolinski, “Consonance and Dissonance,” Ethnomusicology 6 no. 2 (May 1962): 67, 
accessed December 07, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/924667. 
 
 195 William Russo, Jeffrey Ainis and David Stevenson, “Counterpoint,” in Composing Music: A 
New Approach (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 102-103. 
 
196 Heinrich Schenker, Counterpoint, Book I, trans. John Rothgeb and Jürgen Thym (1987; Ann 
Arbor, MI: Musicalia Press, 2001), 127. 
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In contemporary jazz all four movements can be used freely, although the 
composer must note that certain motions limit the independence of melodic lines.197 
Parallel motion affects the melodic independence the most and should therefore be used 
with care. Similar motion affects the melodic independence only when it is done 
between intervals of similar pitch distance (e.g., from a minor sixth to a major sixth). For 
that reason it is not recommended to use these two movements many times in a row; it 
is suggested to limit the amount. Similar motion between intervals of noticeable distinct 
pitch distance (e.g., from a minor second to a perfect fourth), oblique, and contrary 
motions, however, can be used with total freedom. Contrary motion is the one that 
supports melodic independence the most. Parallel octaves are suggested to be avoided 
because its extreme distension is perceived as if one of the voices disappears. The 
change in harmonic density caused by the parallel octaves is so strong that it seems like 
one of the melodies stops. 
 
The Rhythmic Ratio 
 The relationship of rhythmic attacks between two or more voices is an essential 
part of counterpoint, and it has played a more or less important role depending on the 
time period. During the renaissance strict counterpoint divided the rhythmic ratio into 
                                                
197 This in contrast to strict and imitative counterpoint, where movements are subordinated to 
certain type of intervals, contexts, and circumstances. 
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species, and throughout the baroque free counterpoint gained a lot of relevance.198 In 
twentieth-century music linear counterpoint dominated the 1900s. 
 The purpose of this research requires a polyphonic technique where harmonies 
arise out of the movement of independent parts, because melodic polymodality 
demands the most independence between each line. Therefore, the option that best suits 
polymodal contemporary jazz is linear counterpoint, because it places emphasis on the 
individual strands rather than on their harmonic implications. As explained earlier in 
this chapter, in linear counterpoint the rhythmic ratio is of secondary importance, the 
primary goal is to obtain melodic independence. The further the rhythmic difference 
between the melodies, the more independent they will be. And the rhythmic ratio is the 
resulting product of this. 
 In contemporary polymodal jazz counterpoint the most important aspect is to be 
able to control the contour of tension and distension, and the independence of voices in 
order to maintain the interest in the polyphonic result. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
198 The five species of strict counterpoint are: 1st species: 1:1; 2nd species: 2:1 & 3:1; 3rd species: 4:1; 
4th species: syncopation, and 5th species: florid (a mix of all the species). In free counterpoint everything is 
written in the fifth species but also encompasses the free application of the principles of consonance and 
dissonance and of part writing in the contrapuntal procedures. Another important characteristic of free 
counterpoint is that it is applied to every voice, and the melody functioning as cantus firmus (i.e., the line 
with the fewer rhythmic attacks in the ratio) can move from voices at any point. 
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Chapter 3 
Heptatonic Synthetic Scales and Their Application to Jazz 
Concepts and Definitions 
A synthetic scale can be defined as the division of an octave into smaller 
intervallic distances creating an arrangement of notes in ascending or descending order 
of pitch, which does not fall into any category of traditional diatonic scale or mode. The 
use of synthetic scales acquired a lot of relevance during the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, when the idea that each composer could create a newly invented 
scale for every composition gained prominence. Robert M. Mason states 
The simple idea of octave partitioning suggests a very general concept, to be 
called a “synthetic musical scale.” A “synthetic musical scale” is a partition of the 
octave into smaller musical interval relationships. From this general point of 
view, the final interval of any given synthetic musical scale closes a circuit to 
bring the melodic path back to the keynote, and if the octave CC momentarily is 
considered to be indistinguishable from the unison CC, the melodic path may be 
said to return to its starting point.199 
 
Considering the fact that any two tones form an interval, a synthetic scale can be 
considered as any formation ranging from three to twelve pitch classes inside an octave 
(in a tempered tuning system).200 The exceptions are the major scale and its modes, the 
harmonic and melodic minor scales, and traditional triads and seventh chord 
arpeggios.201 
                                                
199 Robert M. Mason, “Enumeration of Synthetic Musical Scales by Matrix Algebra and a 
Catalogue of Busoni Scales,” Journal of Music Theory 14, no.1 (Spring, 1970): 95-96, accessed January 18, 
2016, http://www.jstor.org/stable/843038. 
 
 200 Diego Celi, “Advanced Modal Jazz Harmony Applied to Twentieth Century Music 
Compositional Techniques in Jazz Style: A Practical Guide for Students” (Master Thesis, Stephen F. 
Austin State University, 2009), 8. 
 
201 Other scales that can be considered traditional are the major and minor pentatonics. 
  100 
Earlier Attempts at Synthetic Scale Formations 
Since the early twentieth century, certain theorists and composers sought to 
expand the number of available synthetic scales for composition. In 1907 the Italian 
composer Ferruccio Busoni (1866–1924) as part of an examination of the tonal system 
based on what he called “the two Series of Seven,”202 meaning the major and minor 
keys in relation to the chromatic scale, attempted to write all the possible heptatonic 
(seven-tone) scales in his book Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music. Busoni states: 
That some few have already felt how the interval of the Series of Seven might be 
differently arranged (graduated) is manifested in isolated passages by Liszt, and 
recently by Debussy and his following, and even by Richard Strauss . . . Yet it 
does not appear to me that a conscious and orderly conception of this intensified 
means of expression had been formed by these composers. 
 
I have made an attempt to exhaust the possibilities of the arrangement of degrees 
within the seven-tone scale; and succeeded, by raising and lowering the 
intervals, in establishing one hundred and thirteen different scales. These 113 scales 
(within the octave C-C) comprise the greater part of our familiar twenty-four 
keys, and, furthermore, a series of new keys of peculiar character. But with these 
the mine is not exhausted, for we are at liberty to transpose each of these 113, 
besides the blending of two such keys in harmony and melody.203   
 
Although Busoni considered his achievement as a success, the fact is that the 
total number of 113 scales is far from being the real number of possible heptatonic pitch 
collections. The method that Busoni used was to alter the different degrees of the major 
scale by raising or lowering them, but that system is unable to cover all the possible 
seven-note arrangements derived from the chromatic scale. 
                                                
202 Ferruccio Busoni, Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music, trans. Theodore Baker (1907; New York: G. 
Schirmer, Inc., 1911), 26. 
 
203 Ibid., 29. 
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In 1929 J. Murray Barbour published an article where he questioned the method 
used by Busoni along with the results he obtained. Barbour points out that Busoni used 
a tuning system different from the standard tempered one, because Busoni’s octave has 
twenty-one different tones instead of the twelve notes of the chromatic scale. Also, 
Busoni did not treat enharmonic tones as being equal, therefore a scale containing the 
notes C D E F G A Bb was counted as different from C D E F G A A#. This happened 
because Busoni used a harp that contained twenty-one different tones per octave, 
instead of a piano or any other instrument where the octave is divided into twelve 
semitones.204 Barbour observes 
A serious objection to Busoni’s scheme is that, in accordance with the usual 
method of notation and with the conception of a seven-tone scale on successive 
alphabetical degrees, his octave contains twenty-one different tones instead of 
the twelve that belong to our system of enharmonic temperament on the piano. 
This would seem to be an unnecessary complication—and restriction—in a 
proposal that is otherwise so novel.205 
 
Barbour offers a mathematical procedure to obtain the real number of heptatonic 
scales that can be derived from the chromatic system that he calls the “number 
theory.”206 His method basically adds all the possible interval permutations between 
seven tones in the chromatic scale, giving a total number of 462 heptatonic scales, all of 
them beginning in one same note.207 An important objection that can be alleged to both 
Barbour and Busoni is that neither included the scales written in standard music 
                                                
204 J. Murray Barbour, “Synthetic Musical Scales,” The American Mathematical Monthly 36, no. 3 
(March 1929): 155, accessed August 11, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2299681. 
 
 205 Ibid. 
 
206 Ibid., 157. 
 
207 Ibid., 160. 
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notation. In a subsequent article Barbour states, “there are several approaches to the 
study of scales: the mathematical—to obtain all possible scales; the musical—to show 
their actual or potential use by composers and theorists; the musico-mathematical—to 
classify them in order of utility.”208 Barbour took the mathematical approach and that is 
why he never gave the scales in music notation.  
In 1970 Robert M. Mason published an article explaining, through the use of 
algebra of matrices, another system to obtain all the heptatonic pitch collections that 
confirmed Barbour’s results, that is, 462 scales. In his paper Mason provides all the 
Busoni scales written in letter notation, but he fails to provide the complete Barbour 
list.209 It is important to note that included in the 462 pitch collections are the major scale 
and its modes, and the harmonic and melodic minor scales, that is, the non-synthetic 
heptatonic scales. The total number provided by Barbour and confirmed by Mason 
includes all the possible seven-note scale formations (synthetic and non-synthetic).  
From the list of 462 heptatonic scales, there are a limited number of them that 
contain a different intervallic relationship. All these scales are going to be associated 
with a parent scale. For example, the Dorian mode is related to the major scale; they 
both share the same interval relation and, although inverted, in essence they are equal. 
Since each heptatonic parent scale derives seven modes (like the major scale), the total 
                                                
 208 J. Murray Barbour, “A Classification of Musical Scales,” Bulletin of the American Musicological 
Society, no.2 (June 1937): 24, accessed December 21, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/829182. 
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Catalogue of Busoni Scales,” Journal of Music Theory 14, no.1 (Spring, 1970): 95-125, accessed January 15, 
2016, http://www.jstor.org/stable/843038. 
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amount of parent scales that result from the list is the product of 462 divided by 7, 
which is 66 (i.e., 66 parent scales and 396 related modes = 462 heptatonic scales).210  
Another book that sought to expand the concepts of synthetic scales is Thesaurus 
of Scales and Melodic Patterns by Nicolas Slonimsky (1894–1995). This text is presented as 
“analogous in function with the phrase books and dictionaries of idiomatic expressions” 
according to Slonimsky.211 The book is divided in two types of materials: scales and 
melodic patterns. The scalar content encompasses certain tritonic, tetratonic, pentatonic, 
hexatonic, heptatonic, and octatonic scales. Slonimsky describes heptatonic scales as 
“diatonic progressions of 7 degrees, such as major and minor scales and church modes, 
and also scales containing 1 or 2 augmented seconds.”212 The book covers only 53 of the 
462 heptatonic scales including the major scale and its modes, and the harmonic and 
melodic minor scales. In the jazz world this text gained notoriety because it is 
documented that John Coltrane used it as a tool for improvisation and composition.213  
 
Synthetic Scales in Jazz 
Antecedents 
From its beginnings jazz forged an important link with different types of scales 
(traditional or synthetic) due to improvisation. It is not uncommon to listen to an 
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altered scale in a Louis Armstrong solo from the early swing era. From that time until 
nowadays, improvisational literature have contributed a vast amount of instructional 
and academic material in relation to scales for improvisation and also with arranging 
and compositional means. Perhaps the most influential book that became a cornerstone 
in jazz theory in respect to scales is George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal 
Organization. Russell’s text contributed two of the most influential concepts of jazz 
theory: the chord-scale relationship and the modal nomenclature.214     
 The chord-scale relationship is derived from Russell’s idea “that a chord conveys 
tonality vertically, while a scale conveys tonality horizontally. Russell asserts that every 
chord is understood to have a scale which best conveys that chord’s tonality,” as stated 
by Kenagy.215 Russell states 
the complete sound of a chord is its corresponding mode within its parent scale.  
Therefore, the broader term chordmode is substituted for what is generally  
referred to as ‘the chord.’ Referring to a chord as a chordmode creates a broader  
basis for the sounding of a chord than traditional chord tones alone offer. The  
chordmode (parent scale sounding over the modal tonic of the chord) allows the  
sound of a chord to be conveyed monophonically, contrapuntally,  
polyphonically, as well as homophonically (i.e., in chord formation). In any of  
these manners, the chordmode provides a complete frame of reference for  
exploitation of the chord.216 
 
Russell used the name chordmode to explain that a “chord and its parent scale are an 
inseparable entity—the reciprocal sound of one another.”217 In respect to Russell’s 
                                                
 214 Scott Alexander Cook, “Referential Sets, Referential Tonics, and the Analysis of Contemporary 
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216 George Russell, Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization: The Art and Science of Tonal 
Gravity, 4th ed. (Brookline, MA: Concept Publishing, 2001), 21. 
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theory, Robert Witmer and James Robbins state that “the essence of ‘vertical 
polymodality’ is the proposition that chords may be converted into scales, and the 
corollary that a progression of chords may be understood as a progression of scales for 
the purpose of improvising or writing lines.”218 As time passed the name chordmode 
faded away, but the concept became one of the most important in jazz improvisation. 
Mark E. Bolin states that 
Contemporary jazz musicians tend to think of a chord and its related scale as an 
entity. We have seen that by extending a seventh chord upward in thirds to the 
thirteenth, we arrive at a seven-note chord. If the notes in this chord are re-
ordered in seconds, the result is a scale. Each chord implies a scale whether or 
not it is fully extended. In learning to think about chord/scales, it is best to think 
of all chords as being fully extended. This gives an overview of all the available 
notes implied by the chord. These notes may function harmonically or 
melodically. When thinking of chord/scales we are thinking harmonically and 
melodically at the same time.219 
 
As part of the concept of chordmode Russell developed a system of eleven scales 
(some of them synthetic) related to the Lydian mode. He called the system Lydian 
Chromatic Scale, which “contains eleven member scales,”220 and from there he derived a 
new modal nomenclature. For example, to a Lydian mode that had its fifth degree 
raised by a half step, Russell gave the name Lydian Augmented. If a Lydian mode had 
its seventh degree lowered by a semitone, Russell called it Lydian flat seven. Russell’s 
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218 Robert Witmer and James Robbins, “A Historical and Critical Survey of Recent Pedagogical 
Materials for the Teaching and Learning of Jazz,” Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education 
no.96, research in Jazz Education II (Spring, 1988): 18, accessed January 16, 2016. http://www.jstor.org/ 
stable/40318207. 
 
 219 Mark E. Boling, The Jazz Theory Workbook, ed. Jerry Coker, 2nd ed. (Rottenburg, Germany: 
Advance Music, 1993), 43. 
 
220 George Russell, Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization: The Art and Science of Tonal 
Gravity, 4th ed. (Brookline, MA: Concept Publishing, 2001), 12. 
  106 
terminology for synthetic scales served as a seed for a new nomenclature in jazz theory, 
which will subsequently be explained. 
Since then, a series of books containing traditional and certain synthetic scales 
have been published for the improviser and the arranger-composer. Most of these 
books contain almost the same scales as they gradually became standardized in most 
jazz education programs. An example of this is the 1975 book Scales for Jazz Improvisation 
by Dan Haerle. This text contains certain heptatonic scales like the major and its modes, 
the melodic minor and four of its most used modes, and the harmonic minor scale. 
Adding to that, Haerle adds some symmetric scales like the chromatic, the whole-tone, 
the diminished (whole step-half step and half step-whole step), and the augmented 
scale, and also the major and minor pentatonics and the blues scale.221 This text and 
similar books have a direct heritage from Russell’s concepts; Haerle uses four modes 
derived from the melodic minor scale for improvisation, but provides names for six of 
them. 
 
Table 3.1. Haerle’s melodic minor modes nomenclature 
Melodic minor modes Dan Haerle names 
  
First mode Melodic minor 
Second mode Dorian b2 
Third mode Lydian augmented 
Fourth mode Lydian b7 
Fifth mode Mixolydian b6 
Sixth mode Locrian #2 
Seventh mode Superlocrian  
                                                
221 Dan Haerle, Scales for Jazz Improvisation: A Practice Method for all Instruments (1975; Sherman 
Oaks, CA: Alfred Publishing Co., Inc., 1983), 2-46. 
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Table 3.1 shows the names provided by Haerle for the melodic minor scale and 
its modes.222 These names reflect a tendency of using modal names to describe synthetic 
scales, but Haerle’s terminology still lacks the consistency that was achieved in later 
books. 
Among the many books dealing with the topic of scales from a jazz perspective, 
there is one that is analogous to Slonimsky’s Thesaurus of Scales and Melodic Patterns; 
Yusef A. Lateef’s Repository of Scales and Melodic Patterns is a book that shares the same 
objectives as Slonimsky’s text. In fact, in the introduction Lateef states, “this Thesaurus 
is a character book of scales and melodic patterns, corresponding in function with 
locution books and repositories of idiomatic expressions.”223 This phrase resembles the 
introductory paragraph of Slonimsky’s book, and the distribution and focus of the text 
are also similar. Lateef’s book contains certain nontraditional chords, arpeggios, 
synthetic formations (not necessarily scales), quartal harmonic elements, melodic 
patterns from traditional or synthetic sources, pentatonic scales and patterns, and a 
series of synthetic scales with names like Chinese reform scale, Mongolian scale, archaic 
Greek scale, Japanese scale, east Indian scale, pygmy scale, Hungarian major scale, 
Egyptian scale, and Persian scale among others.224 Despite this, Lateef also fails to 
provide the complete list of 462 heptatonic scales. 
Russell, Haerle, and Lateef’s books show the obverse and reverse sides of the 
medal in reference to synthetic scales terminology. On one hand, there is the tendency 
                                                
222 Ibid., 17. 
 
223 Yusef A. Lateef, Repository of Scales and Melodic Patterns (Amherst, MA: Fana Music, 1981), v. 
 
224 Ibid., 1-262. 
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to use a modal name and adapt it to the alterations that make it a synthetic scale. On the 
other hand is the trend of describing the synthetic scales with a proper noun, often tied 
to a certain region, ethnic group, or even composer, that relates to the sound of the 
scale. For that reason and for the lack of a clear procedure on how to apply either of the 
nomenclatures, certain synthetic scales that have become of common practice receive 
numerous names. An example of this is the Lydian mode with the seventh degree 
lowered by a semitone: Lydian b7, Lydian dominant, Lyxian, Lydian-Mixolydian, 
acoustic scale, overtone scale, and Mixolydian #4 among others.225 Another example is 
the Locrian mode with the fourth degree lowered by a semitone: altered scale, altered 
dominant scale, superlocrian mode, Herb Pomeroy scale, Locrian b4, Ionian #1, Ravel 
scale, diminished whole-tone scale, dominant whole-tone scale.226   
 
Nomenclature for Heptatonic Synthetic Scales in Jazz 
Jazz scholars have not reached a consensus in regards to scale nomenclature, 
especially in relation to heptatonic synthetic scales, but a strong trend is observable. The 
tendency to describe synthetic scales with proper nouns is less frequent for one simple 
reason, a name like Hungarian scale or Jewish scale does not convey any musical 
information. A proper noun description is useless if the scale is not written in standard 
music notation or letter notation, or if a formula does not accompany it. The trend that 
has gained relevance relates to the modal terminology started by Russell. The 1996 book 
Modal Jazz Composition & Harmony vol. 1 by Ron Miller made an important contribution 
                                                
225 The Lydian b7 scale is the fourth mode of the melodic minor scale. 
 
226 The Locrian b4 scale is the seventh mode of the melodic minor scale. 
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in this respect. Miller expanded the idea of using modal names and adding the 
necessary alterations to reflect the intervallic content of a synthetic scale. In volume one, 
Miller covers the major scale and its modes, the melodic minor scale and its modes, the 
harmonic minor scale and its modes, the harmonic major scale and its modes, and the 
melodic minor #5 scale and its modes.227 From these scales, six modes from the melodic 
minor, six modes from the harmonic minor, six modes from the harmonic major, and 
seven modes from the melodic minor #5 can be considered synthetic scales since 
historically they are not of common use.    
Another text that contributes to standardizing this trend is the 2006 book The Jazz 
Chord/Scale Handbook by Gary Keller. In this work Keller helps to deepen the idea of 
modal names with alterations, he specifically explains the major scale and its modes, the 
melodic minor scale and its modes, the harmonic minor scale and its modes, and the 
harmonic major scale and its modes.228 Keller uses the name Harmonic System to 
describe each of these parent scales “which generates a series of subordinate modes 
and/or chords.”229 
The first step to understanding this nomenclature system and how to apply it to 
any heptatonic synthetic scale is to organize the major scale and its modes by formulae. 
In this system every scale degree receives a label that represents its intervallic 
relationship with the root. Figure 3.1 shows the mentioned intervallic relationship. 
                                                
227 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition & Harmony, vol.1 (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 
1996), 15-120. 
 
228 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 20-
74. 
 
229 Ibid., 9. 
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Figure 3.1. Major scale intervallic content 
 
        R                 M2nd            M3rd            P4th        P5th     M6th M7th 
 
             
 
 Table 3.2 shows a complete list of the equivalences between scale degree 
intervallic relationships to the root, and scale degree formula labels as used in jazz.  
 
Table 3.2. Scale degree formula labels 
Interval relation to the root Scale degree label Tension label 
   
Minor second b2 b9 
Major second 2 9 
Augmented second #2 #9 
Diminished third bb3  
Minor third b3  
Major third 3  
Augmented third +3  
Diminished fourth b4 b11 
Perfect fourth 4 11 
Augmented fourth #4 #11 
Diminished fifth b5  
Perfect fifth 5  
Augmented fifth #5  
Minor sixth b6 b13 
Major sixth 6 13 
Augmented sixth #6 #13 
Diminished seventh bb7  
Minor seventh b7  
Major seventh 7  
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Note that table 3.2 also includes the equivalences for tension labels. In scale formulae 
and modal nomenclature, certain authors prefer to use tension labels (compound 
intervals) for scale degrees that are not the root, third, fifth, or seventh. According to 
these equivalences the resulting formula of the major scale is: R – 2 – 3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – 7. 
The second step to understanding this nomenclature system is to apply the formulae to 
all the major scale modes. There are two methods commonly used to do this, the 
derivative form and the parallel form.  
 The derivative approach, like its name indicates, derives the seven modes from 
each degree of the parent scale (e.g., in a major scale: C Ionian, D Dorian, E Phrygian, F 
Lydian, etc.). This approach at first might seem easier because the modes are directly 
related to the parent scale, and thus, they share the exact same notes.230 On the other 
hand, the parallel approach builds each mode from one same root, usually C (e.g., C 
Ionian, C Dorian, C Phrygian, C Lydian, etc.). Miller refers to this system as the 
“chromatic method,” or the “fixed starting note method.”231 The advantage of this 
system is that it clearly shows the interval relationship of every degree with the root. In 
that way it permits an easier establishment of the mode’s formulae, and a clear 
identification of similarities and differences between scales.232 Figure 3.2 shows the 
formulae of the seven modes of the major scale in derivative form, while figure 3.3 
shows the same in parallel form. 
                                                
230 Mark E. Boling, The Jazz Theory Workbook, ed. Jerry Coker, 2nd ed. (Rottenburg, Germany: 
Advance Music, 1993), 44. 
 
231 Ron Miller, Modal Jazz Composition & Harmony, vol.1 (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 
1996), 16. 
   
232 Mark E. Boling, The Jazz Theory Workbook, ed. Jerry Coker, 2nd ed. (Rottenburg, Germany: 
Advance Music, 1993), 45. 
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Figure 3.2. Major scale and its modes formulae in derivative form 
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Figure 3.3. Major scale and its modes formulae in parallel form 
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The final step in applying this nomenclature system is to establish a comparison 
between a synthetic heptatonic scale, and the mode from the major scale that most 
resembles its formula. Keller states 
The altered forms of the modes receive their titles according their relationships to 
the unaltered diatonic modes. For example, a mode sharing all the intervals of 
Lydian, with the exception of a lowered seventh, becomes Lydian b7; a mode 
sharing the intervals of Ionian with the exception of a sharped fifth becomes 
Ionian #5. When raising an interval that is normally flatted (for instance raising 
the sixth of the Phrygian mode), the interval is referred to as natural. This helps 
avoid any confusion between the raised interval within the scale and the actual 
interval above the root. Examples: Phrygian ♮6, Locrian ♮2, etc.233  
  
Figure 3.4 shows an example of a synthetic scale with its formula. 
 
Figure 3.4. Synthetic scale with formula no. 1 
 
 
The formula R – b2 – 3 – #4 – 5 – 6 – 7 can be labeled as Lydian b2, because it is the 
mode from the major scale that most resembles this formula.234 Following the same 
principle a melodic minor scale can also be labeled as Dorian ♮7, and Aeolian ♮7 can be 
the modal name for the harmonic minor scale.235 Certain scales might suggest two or 
                                                
233 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 16. 
 
 234 Certain authors prefer to use the tension labels, for example: Lydian b9. Both names are 
equally correct. See: Ted Pease and Ken Pullig, Modern Jazz Voicings: Arranging for Small and Medium 
Ensembles, (Boston, MA: Berklee Press, 2001), 51. 
 
235 Diego Celi, “Advanced Modal Jazz Harmony Applied to Twentieth Century Music 
Compositional Techniques in Jazz Style: A Practical Guide for Students” (Master Thesis, Stephen F. 
Austin State University, 2009), 80-81. 
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more different modal names; figure 3.5 shows another synthetic scale with its formula 
that can receive two different labels. 
 
Figure 3.5. Synthetic scale with formula no. 2 
 
  
This scale can be labeled as Dorian b2 or Phrygian ♮6, both labels are correct; it is 
not important which one is chosen because both names express the same formula. If a 
Dorian mode is altered by descending its second degree by a half step, it produces the 
exact same formula as if a Phrygian mode is altered by ascending its sixth degree by a 
semitone: R – b2 – b3 – 4 – 5 – 6 – b7. Certain synthetic scales might need two or more 
alterations to adapt correctly to the modal name as shown in figure 3.6.   
 
Figure 3.6. Dorian ♮7 #5 
 
 
 This modal nomenclature system can be applied in two ways. The first one is, as 
shown in the previous examples, assigning one modal name per each single synthetic 
scale. This procedure works well when only one or two scales are needed. The second 
approach is by assigning names to a complete harmonic system as described by 
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Keller.236 To do so, it is necessary to start by choosing a parent scale and the modal 
name that most resembles its formula. Figure 3.7 shows an example of the harmonic 
major scale and its formula. 
 
Figure 3.7. Harmonic major scale with formula 
 
 
The modal name that most resembles this scale’s formula is Ionian b6. In order to 
obtain the rest of the modal names for the entire harmonic system of the parent scale 
Ionian b6 (harmonic major), it is necessary to continue the sequence of the modes of the 
major scale and keep adding the necessary alterations. Table 3.3 shows the modal 
names for the complete harmonic major system. 
 
Table 3.3. Harmonic major system’s modal names 
Harmonic major Scale degree Modal names 
   
First mode I Ionian b6 
Second mode II Dorian b5 
Third mode III Phrygian b4 
Fourth mode IV Lydian b3 
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b2 
Sixth mode bVI Lydian #2 #5 
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb7 
      
                                                
236 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 12. 
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The center column in table 3.3 contains the scale degrees in Roman numerals, 
which are equivalent to the formula of the parent scale. Note that as the mode names 
ascend (i.e., Ionian, Dorian, Phrygian, etc.), the alteration labels descend (i.e., b6, b5, b4, 
b3, etc.); this happens because the alteration remains in the same scale degree while the 
roots of the modes ascend. 
One exception to this nomenclature system is that as modal names ascend and 
the alteration labels descend, a point will be reached where a mode would have an 
alteration labeled either b1 or #1 (when the alteration descends to the root of a mode). 
In table 3.3 this exception corresponds to the sixth mode that would have been labeled 
Aeolian b1. In these cases it is necessary to look for another modal name and add the 
necessary alterations, because a degree b1 or #1 is misleading. Enharmonically a scale 
degree b1 is equivalent to the major seventh, and a #1 corresponds to the minor second, 
but above all, a name like Aeolian b1 does not correctly convey the scale formula which 
is the main goal of this system. The formula of an Aeolian mode is R – 2 – b3 – 4 – 5 – b6 
– b7, but if the root is lowered by a semitone (b1) the resulting formula will be R – #2 – 3 
– #4 – #5 – 6 – 7, because in this case root is the one separating from the rest of the scale. 
This is the reason why the chosen name for that mode is Lydian #2 #5. The same criteria 
should be applied to scales with a #1. 
Another exception might be applied to the mode Locrian b4 since jazz literature 
has been very successful in recent years in standardizing the use of the name altered for 
that scale. The altered scale is named after its formula: R – b2 – b3 – b4 – b5 – b6 – b7; if 
compared to the major scale, this mode has all the degrees altered by lowering them by 
  118 
a semitone. In that way the name altered can also be used in conjunction with the scale 
degree alteration labels; for example, altered ♮6 corresponds to the formula: R – b2 – b3 
– b4 – b5 – 6 – b7. The composer can choose to use the label Locrian b4 or altered for this 
end. 
Special attention should be paid when using a flat alteration label (b) in a scale 
degree that is already flatted, or vice versa. For example, in table 3.3, the seventh mode 
uses an alteration in the seventh scale degree. The corresponding modal name for the 
seventh mode is Locrian, which already contains a b7 in its formula. For that reason, in 
order to lower that scale degree, it is necessary to apply a double flat sign (bb). The 
opposite situation will require a double sharp label (x). Another instance that demands 
particular attention is when choosing a modal name to apply to an alteration. It is very 
important to avoid choosing a modal name where the alteration contradicts its main 
characteristic as a mode; for example, Lydian ♮4 or mixolydian ♮7. These types of 
contradictions are misleading when it comes to understanding a mode’s formula.237  
The four harmonic systems most commonly used in contemporary jazz are the 
major, the melodic minor, the harmonic minor, and the harmonic major. Tables 3.4-3.6 
show the modal names for the last three. In the case of the melodic minor modes, 
several alternate names are provided because it is the most widely used harmonic 
system in jazz after the major.238 Thus, jazz literature has used several names to label 
them, specially the third, fourth, sixth and seventh modes.  
                                                
237 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 16. 
 
238 The alternate names also convey the formula of each mode. In the case of the harmonic minor 
and major only a few alternate names are provided. 
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Table 3.4. Melodic minor system’s modal names 
Melodic minor Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Dorian ♮7 Ionian b3 
Second mode II Phrygian ♮6 Dorian b2 
Third mode bIII Lydian #5 Lydian augmented 
Fourth mode IV Lydian b7 Mixolydian #4 
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b6 Aeolian ♮3 
Sixth mode VI Locrian ♮2 Aeolian b5 
Seventh mode VII Altered Locrian b4 
      
Table 3.5. Harmonic minor system’s modal names 
Harmonic minor Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Aeolian ♮7  
Second mode II Locrian ♮6  
Third mode bIII Ionian #5 Ionian augmented 
Fourth mode IV Dorian #4  
Fifth mode V Phrygian ♮3 Phrygian major 
Sixth mode bVI Lydian #2  
Seventh mode VII Altered bb7 Locrian b4 bb7 
           
Table 3.6. Harmonic major system’s modal names 
Harmonic major Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b6  
Second mode II Dorian b5  
Third mode III Phrygian b4  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b3 Lydian minor 
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b2  
Sixth mode bVI Lydian #2 #5 Lydian augmented #2 
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb7  
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Tables 3.7-3.17 show eleven synthetic harmonic systems with all their modal names. 
      
Table 3.7. Major b2 system’s modal names 
Major b2 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b2  
Second mode bII Lydian #2 #5 #6 Lydian augmented #2 #6 
Third mode III Phrygian bb7  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b6  
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b5  
Sixth mode VI Aeolian b4  
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb3  
           
Table 3.8. Major #2 system’s modal names 
Major #2 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian #2  
Second mode #II Altered bb3 bb7 Locrian bb3 b4 bb7 
Third mode III Phrygian ♮7  
Fourth mode IV Lydian #6  
Fifth mode V Mixolydian #5 Mixolydian augmented 
Sixth mode VI Aeolian #4  
Seventh mode VII Locrian ♮3 Locrian major 
                
Table 3.9. Major b5 system’s modal names 
Major b5 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b5  
Second mode II Dorian b4  
Third mode III Phrygian bb3  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b2  
Fifth mode bV Lydian #2 +3 #5 #6 Lydian augmented #2 +3 #6 
Sixth mode VI Aeolian bb7  
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb6  
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Table 3.10. Major #6 system’s modal names 
Major #6 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian #6  
Second mode II Dorian #5 Dorian augmented 
Third mode III Phrygian #4  
Fourth mode IV Lydian +3  
Fifth mode V Mixolydian #2  
Sixth mode #VI Altered bb3 bb6 bb7 Locrian bb3 b4 bb6 bb7 
Seventh mode VII Locrian ♮7  
                
Table 3.11. Major b2 b5 system’s modal names 
Major b2 b5 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b2 b5  
Second mode bII Ionian #2 #5 #6 Ionian augmented #2 #6 
Third mode III Phrygian bb3 bb7  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b2 b6  
Fifth mode bV Lydian #2 +3 #6  
Sixth mode VI Aeolian b4 bb7  
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb3 bb6  
                
Table 3.12. Double harmonic major system’s modal names 
Double harmonic major Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b2 b6  
Second mode bII Lydian #2 #6  
Third mode III Phrygian b4 bb7  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b3 b6 Lydian minor b6 
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b2 b5  
Sixth mode bVI Ionian #2 #5 Ionian augmented #2 
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb3 bb7  
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Table 3.13. Major b5 b6 system’s modal names 
Major b5 b6 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian b5 b6  
Second mode II Dorian b4 b5  
Third mode III Phrygian bb3 b4  
Fourth mode IV Lydian b2 b3  
Fifth mode bV Lydian +3 #5 #6 Lydian augmented +3 #6 
Sixth mode bVI Lydian #2 #5 b7 Lydian augmented #2 b7 
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb6 bb7  
                
Table 3.14. Major #2 #6 system’s modal names 
Major #2 #6 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian #2 #6  
Second mode #II Altered bb3 ♮5 bb7 Phrygian bb3 b4 bb7 
Third mode III Phrygian #11 ♮7  
Fourth mode IV Lydian +3 #6  
Fifth mode V Mixolydian #2 #5 Mixolydian augmented #2 
Sixth mode #VI Locrian bb3 bb6 bb7  
Seventh mode VII Locrian ♮3 ♮7 Locrian major ♮7 
                
Table 3.15. Major #5 #6 system’s modal names 
Major #5 #6 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Ionian #5 #6 Ionian augmented #6 
Second mode II Dorian #4 #5 Dorian augmented #4 
Third mode III Phrygian ♮3 #4 Phrygian major #4 
Fourth mode IV Lydian #2 +3  
Fifth mode #V Altered ♮2 bb7 Locrian ♮2 b4 bb7 
Sixth mode #VI Altered bb3 bb6 Locrian bb3 b4 bb6 
Seventh mode VII Locrian ♮6 ♮7  
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Table 3.16. Melodic minor b2 system’s modal names 
Melodic minor b2 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Dorian b2 ♮7  
Second mode bII Lydian #5 #6 Lydian augmented #6 
Third mode bIII Lydian #5 b7 Lydian augmented b7 
Fourth mode IV Lydian b6 b7  
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b5 b6  
Sixth mode VI Altered ♮2 Locrian ♮2 b4 
Seventh mode VII Altered bb3 Locrian bb3 b4 
                
Table 3.17. Melodic minor #5 system’s modal names 
Melodic minor #5 Scale degree Modal names Alternative names 
    
First mode I Dorian #5 ♮7 Dorian augmented ♮7 
Second mode II Phrygian #4 ♮6  
Third mode III Lydian +3 #5 Lydian augmented +3 
Fourth mode IV Lydian #2 b7  
Fifth mode #V Altered bb6 bb7 Locrian b4 bb6 bb7 
Sixth mode VI Locrian ♮2 ♮7  
Seventh mode VII Altered ♮6 Locrian b4 ♮6 
                
Finally, Keller presents an alternate organization system to the one just described 
that relies on a similar principle.239 This system might seem simpler than the previous, 
but its scope is limited, the concept is misleading, and it is not consistent.240 The method 
used in this alternate system follows the ascending modes of the major scale equal to 
the previously explained scheme, but the alterations are labeled differently. The symbol 
of sharp (#) is used as signifying “raised by a semitone,” while the symbol of flat (b) 
                                                
239 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 100. 
 
240 The present author does not recommend this system because is misleading and lacks 
consistency. 
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means “lowered by a semitone.”241 In this system a mode Dorian #7 represents a Dorian 
scale with the seventh degree “raised by a semitone” (a mode that in the previous 
system would be called Dorian ♮7). Tables 3.18-3.20 show the melodic minor, harmonic 
minor, and harmonic major modes under the alternate organization system. 
 
Table 3.18. Melodic minor system, alternate organization 
Melodic minor Scale degree Alternate names 
   
First mode I Dorian #7 
Second mode II Phrygian #6 
Third mode bIII Lydian #5 
Fourth mode IV Mixolydian #4 
Fifth mode V Aeolian #3 
Sixth mode VI Locrian #2 
Seventh mode VII Ionian #1 
 
Table 3.19. Harmonic minor system, alternate organization 
Harmonic minor Scale degree Alternate names 
   
First mode I Aeolian #7 
Second mode II Locrian #6 
Third mode bIII Ionian #5 
Fourth mode IV Dorian #4 
Fifth mode V Phrygian #3 
Sixth mode bVI Lydian #2 
Seventh mode VII Mixolydian #1 
 
 
 
 
                                                
241 Gary Keller, The Jazz Chord/Scale Handbook (Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 2006), 100. 
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Table 3.20. Harmonic major system, alternate organization 
Harmonic major Scale degree Alternate names 
   
First mode I Ionian b6 
Second mode II Dorian b5 
Third mode III Phrygian b4 
Fourth mode IV Lydian b3 
Fifth mode V Mixolydian b2 
Sixth mode bVI Aeolian b1 
Seventh mode VII Locrian bb7 
 
A clear inconsistency of this method is that a sharp sign (or flat) in some scales 
like Dorian #7 or Locrian #2 means “raised by a semitone” because the formula of the 
scale cannot have a #7 as it is the enharmonic of the root, and the #2 in a Locrian mode 
is the enharmonic of the minor third that the mode already has. But in a scale like 
Mixolydian #4, it does mean that the formula has a #4; the same thing happens with 
Lydian #5. Another inconsistency that arises is in Locrian bb7, because if the flat symbol 
is used as signifying “lowered by a semitone,” then why not name the scale Locrian b7? 
The reason is because Locrian already has a minor seventh. Adding to that, each system 
presents a mode that contains either a b1 or #1, which is very confusing as discussed 
earlier. 
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Chapter 4 
Analysis of an Original Composition 
Polymodal Jazz Suite for Quartet 
The original composition Polymodal Jazz Suite for Quartet is structured in four 
movements, inspired by a suite from the late baroque period. The suite is the main 
multi-movement structure of older instrumental music. As it evolved from the late 
fourteenth century to the late baroque, it became an established and very popular form. 
Four movements gradually became customary as a basic nucleus in the baroque suite: 
the allemande, the courante, the sarabande, and the gigue, in any order. In the later 
baroque, the style became more contrapuntal, especially the allemande and the gigue.242 
The contrast of meter and tempo is fundamental in the inter-movement ordering 
of the suite. A common arrangement is allemande-courante-sarabande-gigue, having a 
metric sequence of duple-triple-triple-duple, and a tempo sequence of, for example, 
moderate-fast-slow-fast. This movement ordering forms an ideally balanced 
distribution of expressive elements, with the sarabande fulfilling the function of slow 
movement. The unity of tonality throughout the suite is a prevalent structural feature, 
and the individual movements are commonly in binary form.243  
Polymodal Jazz Suite for Quartet is orchestrated for electric guitar, piano, electric 
and double bass, and drum set. Four movements of contrasting meter and tempo create 
                                                
242 Wallace Berry, “The Suite,” in Form in Music: An Examination of Traditional Techniques of Musical 
Structure and their Application in Historical and Contemporary Styles (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1966), 340-
345. 
 
 243 Ibid. 
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the suite form, where each individual movement is polymodal, and combines full 
polyphony, homophony, and a mixture of both. 
 
First Movement 
 This movement is a medium-fast composition with a contemporary straight 
eighth-note time feel, which combines polymodal contrapuntal writing between the 
guitar and the bass, and harmonic polymodality in the piano. Both main themes contain 
all the motivic material that constructs the whole movement.  
 
Form  
 In broad terms, the first movement of the suite is composed as a ternary form A – 
B – A’. The first section corresponds to the exposition and is also subdivided in a 
ternary form with the addition of an introduction. Also, the internal B section of the 
exposition is divided in a binary form. Table 4.1 shows the structure of the exposition.  
 
Table 4.1. Section A: Exposition 
A: Exposition 
 
Intro. (mm. 1-12) A (mm. 13-21) B (mm. 22-35) A (mm. 36-44) 
 a (mm. 22-28) b (mm. 29-35)  
 
The B section of the first movement is subdivided in a simple binary form, and is 
devoted to the solos. The internal A section corresponds to the open solos for the guitar 
and the piano, while the B section is a drum solo as shown in table 4.2. 
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Table 4.2. Section B: Solo section 
B: Solo section 
 
A (mm. 45-76): open solos  B (mm. 77-100): drum solo  
 
The last section corresponds to the re-exposition and is almost identical to the 
first section, but instead of an introduction this section ends with a coda as shown in 
table 4.3. 
 
Table 4.3. Section A’: Re-exposition 
A’: Re-exposition 
 
A (mm. 101-109) B (mm. 110-123) A (mm. 124-132) Coda (mm. 133-140) 
 a (mm. 110-116) b (mm. 117-123)  
 
 
Polymodal Analysis 
 The first movement is an example of bimodality; the melody assigned to the 
guitar is composed completely diatonic to Bb Dorian throughout the whole movement. 
The theme played by the double bass is composed entirely diatonic to Db Dorian #4 
during the exposition. Throughout the re-exposition the bass plays the same theme 
transposed to Gb Dorian #4 (the transposition is the only change, no other alteration is 
done). The bimodal relationship of the exposition has an intervallic separation (or key 
relationship) of a minor third—Bb Dorian with Db Dorian #4—and it creates two 
conflicting notes, and a total of nine pitch classes. The key relationship of the re-
exposition has a distance of a minor sixth—Bb Dorian with Gb Dorian #4—and contains 
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three conflicting notes, and ten pitch classes. The piano helps to support the bimodality 
harmonically through the voicings; all of the chords of the exposition and the re-
exposition are four-note voicings linked through voice leading. The soprano and alto 
voices always use the Bb Dorian mode during the exposition and the re-exposition. The 
tenor and bass voices use Db Dorian #4 during the exposition and Gb Dorian #4 during 
the re-exposition. Figures 4.1-4.5 shows this in detail.  
 
Figure 4.1. Guitar theme in Bb Dorian 
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Figure 4.1. (continued) 
 
 
Figure 4.2. Bass theme during the exposition in Db Dorian #4 
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Figure 4.3. Bass theme during the re-exposition in Gb Dorian #4 
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Figure 4.4. Piano voicings during the exposition in Bb Dorian and Db Dorian #4 
 
  133 
Figure 4.5. Piano voicings during the re-exposition in Bb Dorian and Gb Dorian #4 
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Contrapuntal Analysis 
 From a polyphonic perspective the first movement is composed of a two-voice 
counterpoint assigned to the guitar and the double bass, plus homophonic 
accompaniment provided by the piano to create a mixed texture. During the exposition 
the guitar and bass play completely independent melodies; the intervallic relationship 
between both voices evidences this by the complete lack of parallel movements in 
rhythmically attacked intervals. Also, concealed intervals contain very few instances of 
parallel movements happening fast enough not to affect independence by any means. 
Intervallic tension and distension is managed in a nontraditional manner; tense 
intervals like tritones and minor seconds are freely and equitably intermingled with 
distense intervals. Figure 4.6 shows the counterpoint of the exposition of the first 
movement. 
 
Figure 4.6. First movement’s counterpoint during the exposition 
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Figure 4.6. (continued) 
 
 
Figure 4.7 shows the counterpoint of the re-exposition of the first movement. 
Note that the lower voice is an exact transposition of the exposition’s bass melody to Gb 
Dorian #4 (an ascending perfect fourth). After the transposition, intervallic tension and 
distension remains similarly handled in the sense that tense-sounding intervals 
continue to be used in similar quantity as distense intervals. The only relevant 
difference is a higher rate of incidence of octaves when compared to the exposition. 
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Figure 4.7. First movement’s counterpoint during the re-exposition 
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During the coda there is a stretto that occurs between the main theme played on 
the guitar and the piano.244 The rhythmic separation of the stretto occurs at a distance of 
seven eighth notes, and is played in octaves by the piano as shown in figure 4.8.    
 
Figure 4.8. First movement’s counterpoint during the coda 
 
 
 
                                                
244 A stretto is a fugal device in which the themes or melodic entries are presented closely in 
succession, resulting in the overlapping of the themes. See Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Stretto,” accessed 
March 4, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t237/e9897. 
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Second Movement 
 This movement is composed as a medium-tempo jazz funk that starts with 
polymodal contrapuntal writing between an overdriven guitar and the electric bass. 
This two-voice counterpoint evolves into a three-voice polyphony in the second section. 
The third voice is provided by the piano, which in the third section adds a fourth voice 
to create a four-voice polymodal counterpoint for a whole section.  
 
Form 
 The broader structure of this movement is also ternary A – B – A’, but internally 
each section is subdivided differently. The exposition is divided in three different 
sections that are based on two melodic themes in counterpoint, exposed in letter A. In 
letter B, a third contrapuntal voice appears. Finally, in letter C a fourth voice of 
counterpoint is added to finish the exposition. Table 4.4 shows the structure of the 
exposition. 
 
Table 4.4. Section A: Exposition 
A: Exposition 
 
A (mm. 1-11) B (mm. 12-22) C (mm. 23-33) 
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The solo section is divided in three subsections; the first is devoted to the first 
solo followed by the B part, which is intended for middle entries.245 The final A part is 
meant for the last solo and is equal to the first subsection, as shown in table 4.5. 
 
Table 4.5. Section B: Solo section 
B: Solo section 
 
A (mm. 34-65) B (mm. 66-76): middle entries A (mm. 77-108) 
 
The re-exposition is presented mirroring the exposition. The sections are exposed 
identical to the exposition but in inverted order: C – B – A, with the addition of a coda. 
Table 4.6 shows the structure of the re-exposition.  
 
Table 4.6. Section A’: Re-exposition 
A’: Re-exposition 
 
C (mm. 109-119) B (mm. 120-130) A (mm. 131-141) Coda (mm. 142-149) 
 
 
Polymodal Analysis 
The second movement is written as a polymodal four-voice counterpoint, where 
four different modes are assigned to each melody. The counterpoint starts with two 
themes at the same time, one assigned to the guitar and the other to the electric bass. 
The melody assigned to the guitar is composed completely diatonic to G Ionian b6 
                                                
245 The B part of the solo section is mimicking the middle entries of a fugue that happen during 
the development, where the main theme reappears complete at least once. 
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throughout the whole A section of the exposition. The theme played by the electric bass 
is composed entirely diatonic to G Aeolian ♮7 during the same section. The key 
relationship of these two scales is of unison, and it creates one conflicting note and a 
total of eight pitch classes. During the B section of the exposition the same two themes 
are repeated but in invertible counterpoint; that is, the theme in G Ionian b6 that was 
originally played by the guitar is switched to the bass and vice versa.246 Also during the 
B section the third voice of the counterpoint appears in the right hand of the piano and 
it is completely diatonic to Bb Ionian b6. The key relationship of these three scales is of 
minor third, and it creates three conflicting notes and a total of nine pitch classes. 
During section C of the exposition, the guitar repeats the theme played in section 
B, while the bass plays (by invertible counterpoint) the theme in Bb Ionian b6 played by 
the right hand of the piano during section B. Meanwhile the left hand of the piano plays 
the theme played by the bass during section B, while the fourth voice of counterpoint 
appears in the right hand. This last voice is diatonic to Bb Aeolian ♮7; the key 
relationship of these four scales is of a minor third, and it creates four conflicting notes 
and a total of ten pitch classes. Note that the polymodality in this movement is 
completely horizontal. 
During the solo section the middle entries repeat the A part of the exposition 
once in its entirety, the only difference being that the left hand of the piano doubles the 
melody of the bass. In the re-exposition, the sections A – B – C are presented in inverted 
                                                
246 Invertible counterpoint is a polyphonic technique that allows the voices to change places (the 
higher becoming the lower, and vice versa) and still make musical sense. See William Drabkin, 
“Invertible counterpoint,” In The Oxford Companion to Music, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University 
Press, accessed March 6, 2016, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/ 
13881. 
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order as a mirror, C – B – A, followed by a coda. During the coda the piano plays the 
third and fourth themes in counterpoint. Figures 4.9-4.12 shows this in detail. 
 
Figure 4.9. Guitar theme during section A of the exposition in G Ionian b6 
 
 
Figure 4.10. Electric bass theme during section A of the exposition in G Aeolian ♮7 
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Figure 4.11. Piano theme no. 1 during section B of the exposition in Bb Ionian b6 
 
 
Figure 4.12. Piano theme no. 2 during section C of the exposition in Bb Aeolian ♮7 
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Contrapuntal Analysis 
 From a contrapuntal perspective the second movement is one of the two more 
complex movements of the entire suite. The A section of the exposition contains two 
intricate themes that have broad contours, are very active rhythmically, and are very 
independent. Intervallically, this movement is similar to the previous one, with an even 
distribution of tense and distense intervals, free use of tension, and reduced use of 
parallel movements and octave intervals. Figure 4.13 shows the counterpoint of section 
A of the exposition. 
 
Figure 4.13. Themes 1 and 2, in counterpoint during section A of the exposition 
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Figure 4.13. (continued) 
 
 
During the B section of the exposition the third theme in counterpoint makes its 
appearance. The right hand of the piano introduces the new theme while the previous 
two melodies are switched through invertible counterpoint; that is, the theme played by 
the guitar during the A section is now performed by the bass, and vice versa. The 
intervallic content demonstrates a line of behavior congruent with section A as shown 
in figure 4.14.  
 
Figure 4.14. Themes 1, 2, and 3, in counterpoint during section B of the exposition 
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Figure 4.14. (continued) 
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The fourth theme is introduced again in the right hand of the piano; meanwhile 
the left hand switches melodies by invertible counterpoint with the bass. In that way the 
electric bass performs the third theme, the piano the first and the fourth, and the guitar 
the second theme. This continues until the end of section C and in that way the 
exposition finishes as shown in figure 4.15. 
 
Figure 4.15. Themes 1, 2, 3, and 4, in counterpoint during section C of the exposition 
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Figure 4.15. (continued) 
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During the coda the guitar, bass, and drums stop playing and the piano performs 
themes three and four as a solo. This is the first time that these two melodies have been 
played together without the other two themes in the movement. These two melodies are 
shown in figure 4.16. 
 
Figure 4.16. Themes 3 and 4, in counterpoint during the coda 
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Third Movement 
 This is the slow movement of the suite; structured as a three-voice counterpoint, 
the guitar and the piano’s right hand play the two main themes, while the bass plays a 
contrapuntal melody reminiscent of a walking bass line.247 The left hand of the piano 
plays chords to create a combination of homophony and counterpoint, and in the last 
section it creates a fourth voice of counterpoint, which is not only composed by single 
note lines but also by intervallic textures. The movement has horizontal and vertical 
polymodality, and contains strettos, imitations, and mirroring.  
 
Form  
 The broad structure of this ballad movement is ternary A – B – A’, where the 
exposition is subdivided in a song form A – A’ – B – A’’. Each A section of the 
exposition shows either polymodal or polyphonic variations that make them non-
identical. Table 4.7 shows the structure of the exposition. 
 
Table 4.7. Section A: Exposition 
A: Exposition 
 
A (mm. 1-7) A’ (mm. 8-14) B (mm. 15-21) A’’ (mm. 22-28) 
 
The solo section is divided in two parts, the first for the piano solo and the 
second for the guitar solo as shown in table 4.8. 
 
                                                
247 The melodic line of the bass was inspired in the bass voice of J. S. Bach’s Sinfonia no. 9 BWV 
795 in F minor.  
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Table 4.8. Section B: Solo section 
B: Solo section 
 
A (mm. 29-42): piano solo  B (mm. 43-56): guitar solo  
 
Finally, the re-exposition is presented as a variation of the exposition while 
maintaining the A – A’ – B – A’’ form. The first A is a big stretto of the main theme, and 
the last A part ends with imitations in stretto and one in diminution. Table 4.9 shows 
the re-exposition structure. 
 
Table 4.9. Section A’: Re-exposition 
A’: Re-exposition 
 
A (mm. 57-63) A’ (mm. 64-70) B (mm. 71-77) A’’ (mm. 78-85) 
 
 
Polymodal Analysis 
The third movement shows a more complex polymodality compared to the 
previous movements, because it is horizontal and vertical at the same time. The 
counterpoint starts with three themes at once: one assigned to the guitar, another to the 
right hand of the piano, and the last one to the double bass. The melody assigned to the 
guitar is composed completely diatonic to Bb Ionian b5 throughout the movement. The 
theme of the piano is played in octaves and is composed entirely diatonic to G Dorian ♮7 
during the A section, and completely diatonic to Db Dorian ♮7 (the theme is not 
transposed but adapted to the new mode in A’) during the A’ and B sections. During 
section A’’ of the exposition, the piano repeats what was played in section A back in     
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G Dorian ♮7. During the sections A – A’ and B, the left hand of the piano provides 
harmonic accompaniment in the same modes as the right hand, but in section A’’, the 
left hand provides the fourth voice of counterpoint in the same mode as the right hand. 
The melody of the bass is composed entirely diatonic to E Ionian b5 throughout the 
whole exposition.    
In the A and A’’ sections, the key relationship of the three scales is of tritone 
between guitar and bass, major sixth between guitar and piano, and minor third 
between bass and piano. This creates five conflicting notes, and a total of ten pitch 
classes. During the A’ and B sections the key relationship of the three scales is of tritone 
between guitar and bass, minor third between guitar and piano, and major sixth 
between bass and piano, creating six conflicting notes, and a total of ten pitch classes. 
During the re-exposition the polymodality stops during the A section due to the five-
voice stretto between all the instruments, but A’, B, and A’’ occur exactly as in the 
exposition with the addition of an ending. Figures 4.17-4.20 show this in detail. 
 
Figure 4.17. Guitar melody during the exposition in Bb Ionian b5 
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Figure 4.17. (continued) 
 
 
Figure 4.18. Piano melody during the exposition in G Dorian ♮7 and Db Dorian ♮7 
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Figure 4.18. (continued) 
 
 
Figure 4.19. Bass melody during the exposition in E Ionian b5 
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Figure 4.20. Left hand piano theme during the exposition’s A’’ section in G Dorian ♮7 
 
 
Contrapuntal Analysis 
 From a polyphonic standpoint the third movement is the second of the two more 
complex movements of the entire suite. The very first section of the exposition starts 
with three themes in counterpoint that show complete independence and an intervallic 
content that is homogeneous to the previous movements: the free use of dissonance, 
avoidance of parallel movements, and little use of octave intervals. Figure 4.21 shows 
the three-voice counterpoint of the first A section of the exposition. 
During the A’ section (second A) of the exposition the three-voice counterpoint is 
maintained; the guitar repeats its theme with variations while the bass presents a 
different theme, but both instruments remain on their original modes. The piano, 
however, introduces a new mode and adapts the original theme of the right hand and 
the accompaniment of the left to the new scale. This is followed by the B section, which 
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Figure 4.21. Three-voice counterpoint during section A of the exposition 
 
 
introduces a new melody for the guitar, while the piano and bass present a retrograde 
version (exact, note by note) of the A’ section as shown in figure 4.22.   
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Figure 4.22. Counterpoint in sections A’ and B of the exposition 
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The final subsection of the exposition, the A’’, is where the fourth voice of 
counterpoint is exposed. The guitar, double bass, and the right hand of the piano repeat 
exactly what was played during the first A part, but the left hand of the piano 
introduces a new melody which is composed with a very strong melodic drive; 
however, this texture is intervallic and not single-lined like the others. Figure 4.23 
shows the fourth theme in the A’’ section.  
 
Figure 4.23. Fourth theme in counterpoint during the A’’ section of the exposition 
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Figure 4.23. (continued) 
 
 
During the re-exposition the first A section is not the same as the one in the 
exposition. In this case, the instrumental quartet maintains an extended stretto 
throughout the whole section. The stretto is based on the theme of the guitar and is 
imitated exactly by the right hand of the piano with a rhythmic distance of two eighth 
notes. The third voice in the stretto is introduced by the left hand of the piano with a 
rhythmic separation of two eighth notes from the right hand. The bass plays a fourth 
imitation in the stretto that is also two eighth notes apart from the left hand of the 
piano, and finally the drumset rhythmically imitates the theme in the stretto two eighth 
notes later than the bass. The stretto is maintained until the A section ends as shown in 
figure 4.24. 
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Figure 4.24. Stretto in the A section of the re-exposition 
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The final A’’ section of the re-exposition presents a subtle variation when 
compared to that of the exposition. This section has a different ending that contains a 
stretto imitating the guitar melody with a rhythmic separation of two eighth notes. It is 
first imitated by the right hand of the piano and then the left hand, followed by the 
bass. Finally the drumset imitates the melody rhythmically, and then, for the first time 
in the whole suite, a fifth voice in counterpoint is introduced in the piano. The fifth 
voice appears briefly in the second to the last measure and plays a diminution imitation 
also in the stretto as shown in figure 4.25.    
 
Figure 4.25. Ending in stretto 
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Fourth Movement 
 The last movement is a passacaglia, an ostinato form in a 7/8 meter at fast 
tempo.248 The theme that is held as ostinato starts in the lower voices and moves to the 
upper ones in certain sections. The main theme creates a two-voice counterpoint with 
the ostinato; there is horizontal and vertical polymodality, and the piano’s right hand 
provides chord voicings to create a hybrid texture of homophony and polyphony. 
 
Form  
 The broader structure of the last movement is also ternary A – B – A’; the 
exposition is a passacaglia (an ostinato form), subdivided in a song form A – A’ – B – 
A’’. Every subsection maintains a theme on the bass doubled by the left hand of the 
piano that is repeated as ostinato on every A section. That theme is moved to the upper 
voices (guitar and the right hand of the piano) during section B. Table 4.10 shows the 
structure of the exposition. 
 
Table 4.10. Section A: Exposition 
A: Exposition 
 
A (mm. 1-16) A’ (mm. 17-32) B (mm. 33-48) A’’ (mm. 49-64) 
 
The solo section is a binary 48-measure form that repeats for every instrument’s 
solo. Table 4.11 shows the structure of the solo section. 
                                                
248 The passacaglia is the most important of the ostinato forms; it consists of a melodic bass that is 
continually reiterated in ostinato, although it can sometimes present little variations with each 
appearance. See Wallace Berry, “The Passacaglia,” in Form in Music: An Examination of Traditional 
Techniques of Musical Structure and their Application in Historical and Contemporary Styles (New Jersey: 
Prentice Hall, 1966), 279-282. 
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Table 4.11. Section B: Solo section 
B: Solo section 
 
B (mm. 65-112) 
 a (mm. 65-96) b (mm. 97-112)  
 
The re-exposition is presented as a mirror of the exposition with the addition of 
an ending in the A section. Every subsection is presented in the inverted order of the 
exposition. Table 4.12 shows the structure of the re-exposition. 
 
Table 4.12. Section A’: Re-exposition 
A’: Re-exposition 
 
A’’ (mm. 113-128) B (mm. 129-144) A’ (mm. 145-160) A (mm. 161-176) 
 
 
Polymodal Analysis 
The fourth movement shows the most complex polymodality of the whole suite. 
The combination of horizontal and vertical polymodality is much denser than in the 
previous movements. The main structure shows a two-voice counterpoint combined 
with homophony provided by the right hand of the piano. The melody assigned to the 
guitar is composed completely diatonic to C Dorian b2 ♮7 throughout the A section of 
the exposition. During the A’ section the melody is adapted with variations to the mode 
C Lydian #5 (entirely diatonic). During the B section the guitar plays the ostinato theme 
of the passacaglia, which is composed diatonic to the modes E Phrygian bb3 ♮7 and Eb 
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Lydian b3 #5 (the change between the two modes happens non-symmetrically during 
the section). Finally, the A’’ section repeats the theme of the A part.   
 The double bass plays the second voice of the counterpoint, which at the same 
time is the ostinato theme of the passacaglia, written in the modes E Phrygian bb3 ♮7 
and Eb Lydian b3 #5. The change between these modes happens in non-symmetric 
places during each section. The theme of the passacaglia is repeated as ostinato in the 
sections A, A’, and A’’. During the B section the bass plays variations on the theme of 
the guitar but a tritone apart, in the mode F# Dorian b2 ♮7.  
 The left hand of the piano doubles the theme of the passacaglia of the bass 
during the sections A, A’, and A’’. During the B section the left hand provides vertical 
harmonic polymodality between the modes G Ionian and Ab Ionian; the change of 
modes is produced in non-symmetrical places. The right hand of the piano provides 
vertical harmonic polymodality between the modes D Dorian, Db Dorian, and Eb 
Dorian in the A section. During the A’ section the polymodal accompaniment uses the 
modes E Ionian and F Ionian. In the B section the right hand of the piano doubles the 
theme of the passacaglia with the guitar, and finally during the A’’ section it repeats the 
same material as the part A. The asymmetrical change of modes horizontally and 
vertically makes it impractical to obtain the number of conflicting tones and number of 
pitch classes. Figures 4.26-4.32 show this in detail. 
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Figure 4.26. Guitar theme no. 1 during section A of the exposition in C Dorian b2 ♮7 
 
 
Figure 4.27. Guitar theme no. 2 during section A’ of the exposition in C Lydian #5 
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Figure 4.28. Passacaglia ostinato theme in E Phrygian bb3 ♮7 and Eb Lydian b3 #5 
 
 
Figure 4.29. Bass theme during the B section of the exposition in F# Dorian b2 ♮7 
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Figure 4.30. Piano’s right hand in vertical polymodality, A section of the exposition 
 
 
Figure 4.31. Piano’s right hand in vertical polymodality, A’ section of the exposition 
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Figure 4.32. Piano’s left hand in vertical polymodality, B section of the exposition 
 
 
Contrapuntal Analysis 
 From a polyphonic standpoint, the fourth movement is simpler than the previous 
two movements. It is composed completely as a two-voice counterpoint with 
homophonic accompaniment, similar to the first movement. The two-voice polyphony 
maintains the same intervallic approach of the whole suite, meaning a free use of tense 
intervals and a complete independence of voices. The bass melody is the passacaglia 
ostinato, but it is switched to the top voice during the B section. Figures 4.33-4.35 show 
this in detail. 
 
 
 
 
  168 
Figure 4.33. Counterpoint with passacaglia in the lower voices in section A no. 1 
 
 
Figure 4.34. Counterpoint with passacaglia in the lower voices in section A’ no. 2 
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Figure 4.34. (continued) 
 
 
Figure 4.35. Counterpoint with passacaglia in the upper voices in section B  
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Figure 4.35. (continued) 
 
 
The final A section of the re-exposition presents a variation when compared to 
that of the exposition. This section has a different ending that contains a double stretto, 
where the right hand of the piano imitates the guitar melody with a rhythmic 
separation of two eighth notes, while the left hand imitates the bass melody with the 
same separation. This creates a four-voice counterpoint ending as shown in figure 4.36. 
 
Figure 4.36. Double stretto ending 
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Figure 4.36. (continued) 
 
 
Polymodal Jazz Suite for Quartet has an overall tempo design of medium-fast, 
medium, slow, and fast, creating an inverted arch contour of tempos that gives variety 
to the piece. From a polyphonic perspective the four movements create a contrapuntal 
complexity contour of an arch form: two-voice on the first movement, four-voice on the 
second movement, three- and four-voice on the third movement, and two-voice on the 
fourth movement. This creates two opposing structural arches of development that 
bring variety to the composition. Finally, polymodality creates a line of a constant 
increasing complexity throughout the suite, from bimodality in the first movement to a 
complex mixture of vertical and horizontal polymodality in the last movement.  
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Conclusion 
 From the conducted research on polymodality, counterpoint, and synthetic 
scales, certain questions arise, some of which have been posed in their respective 
chapters. Although it is clear that contemporary jazz composition is an open field for 
new techniques and ideas, what remains uncertain is why the majority of current jazz 
composition and arranging books are still based on the theories of what can be 
considered the common practice period of jazz (i.e., the late swing and the bebop eras). 
Why do jazz academic sources not reflect the progress of modern jazz composition? 
Perhaps the standardization of jazz education programs and its deep 
sedimentation in tradition might shed some light on this topic. This not to say that 
tradition is unimportant, by any means—clearly it is fundamental—but when it is 
confused with conservatism, it inhibits innovation and its agents. Busoni writes that 
“the reformer of any given period excites irritation for the reason that his changes find 
men unprepared, and, above all, because these changes are appreciable.”249 Coleman 
Hawkins states, 
“That’s amazing to me, that so many people in music won’t accept progress. It’s 
the only field where advancement meets so much opposition. You take doctors—
look what medicine and science have accomplished in the last twenty or thirty 
years. That’s the way it should be in music—that’s the way it has to be.”250 
 
A perfect example of this is polymodality; a technique that—as demonstrated—
was used by important jazz composers but is barely mentioned in jazz literature. In 
                                                
249 Ferruccio Busoni, Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music, trans. Theodore Baker (1907; New York: G. 
Schirmer, Inc., 1911), 28. 
 
250 Coleman Hawkins, quoted in Scott DeVeaux, “Progress and the Bean,” in The Birth of Bebop: A 
Social and Musical History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 42. 
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addition, the compositional style and techniques of some of the most important jazz 
musicians of the present and the last twenty years—which is definitely not tonal-
functional—is almost never addressed in academic sources. This subject is almost 
nonexistent in the vast majority of texts currently available. Something similar occurs 
with synthetic scales; although not a subject new to jazz, the same synthetic scales are 
repeated book after book because they became standard to the jazz lexicon. 
The explanation for the lack of use of counterpoint in jazz might be slightly 
different, aside from the reasons already given in chapter two. Polyphony is a very 
complex technique, and its teaching is not compulsory in every jazz curriculum (and 
the lack of a jazz counterpoint book just deepens the problem). “While it is true that 
moderately good counterpoint is harder to write than moderately good homophonic 
music, it is not true that great polyphony is harder to write than great homophony . . . 
But counterpoint is, if nothing else, superb training in composition,” Russo states.251 
Counterpoint’s complexity might be another reason for its broad absence in jazz; as 
Russo states, “those who wish to do away with restraints and limitations are not often 
drawn to counterpoint . . . Its discipline is severe and its pitfalls cavernous. Yet some are 
drawn to counterpoint by those very things that keep others away—its complexity, 
                                                
 251 William Russo, “Counterpoint,” in Jazz Composition & Orchestration (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1968), 130. 
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artificiality, and discipline.”252 In Darcy James Argue’s words “counterpoint is a harsh 
mistress.”253 
The possibilities for contemporary jazz composition are endless, but it is an area 
that requires more diffusion, and scholars need to keep track of its progress. This is a 
subject that needs to be included in the jazz curriculum as a separate entity of the 
common practice period of jazz theory courses. Similarly to how Western art music is 
taught in many institutions, the common practice period theory and the post-1945 
theory are separated. The academic aspect of jazz needs to reevaluate its paradigms 
while neither abandoning tradition nor seeing progress as the enemy; the growth and 
expansion of jazz programs depend on it. Jim McNeely states, “there’s a music out there 
that combines the jazz rhythmic language and more intense harmonic material that 
hasn’t been explored yet . . . And it’s not just between jazz and classical music; for me, it 
could be Charles Ives and James Brown.”254 
                                                
 
252 Ibid., 204. 
 
253 Darcy James Argue’s Twitter page, accessed February 25, 2016, https://twitter.com/ 
darcyjamesargue/status/473669568427065344. 
 
254 Jim McNeely, quoted in Frederick Sturm, Changes Over Time: The Evolution of Jazz Arranging 
(Rottenburg, Germany: Advance Music, 1995), 206. 
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Appendix 
 
Musical Score 
 
Polymodal Jazz Suite for Quartet 
 
Composed by 
 
Diego Celi 
 
First movement (straight-eighths feel) 
Second movement (jazz-funk) 
Third movement (ballad) 
Fourth movement (passacaglia) 
 
 Instruments:  
 Electric guitar (clean/overdrive) 
 Piano 
 Double bass/electric bass 
 Drumset 
 
Duration: 28’ approximately   
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